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ABSTRACT 


Implications of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget 
for Inclusive Language in Religious Education 

by 

John Marcus Sweeney 

The threefold thesis of this study is that 
language influences how human beings perceive reality, that 
the development of theoretical constructs can help explain 
resistances to and possibilities for inclusive language, 
and that the implementation of inclusive language is an 
important goal for religious education. 

The study begins with a description of the problem to 
be considered, that is, the role of sexist language in 
perpetuating sexual discrimination. This description is 
accomplished by means of stories and studies that indicate 
the influence of language upon the development of children 
and by reviewing the work of some feminist scholars regard¬ 
ing the role of language in the perpetuation of patriarchy. 
Next, insights from Alfred North Whitehead's philosophy of 
organism, Benjamin Lee Whorf's principle of linguistic rel¬ 
ativity, and Jean Piaget's genetic epistemology are used to 
investigate both the stubbornness of sexist linguistic hab¬ 
its and the bases for developing inclusive linguistic hab¬ 
its. Finally, inclusive language is shown to be important 
for religious education, and some strategies for implement¬ 
ing inclusive language are presented. 
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Preface 

I have been interested in "life, the universe, and ev¬ 
erything" (with apologies to Douglas Adams, Hitchhiker's 
Guide to the Galaxy ) for over 20 years now, this interest 
beginning in my undergraduate days. During my senior year 
in college, I encountered the writings of Alfred North 
Whitehead, a philosopher truly interested in "life, the uni¬ 
verse, and everything." Whitehead had begun the process (no 
pun intended) of developing a metaphysics for all occasions 
(pun intended), a truly descriptive cosmological story. 

More amazing was Whitehead's insistence that all the evi¬ 
dence be considered, that the system be changed as needed in 
the quest for metaphysical explanation, and that participa¬ 
tion in the ongoing struggle to deal with "life, the uni¬ 
verse, and everything" is a worthwhile endeavor. Even those 
philosophers and philosophical systems at odds with White¬ 
headian thought should be explainable by, or within, a phi¬ 
losophy of organism. 

Whitehead did not try to protect his proposals from al¬ 
teration. Rather, Whitehead encouraged expansion of the 
system and exploration of the various possibilities as they 
occur. Even mistakes and disagreements need to be accounted 
for in a truly metaphysical system, and changes in this sys¬ 
tem are encouraged. For example, there are Whiteheadian 
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theodicies and "classical” theodicies; in a descriptive cos 
mology, as the philosophy of organism hopes to be, both 
kinds of theodicies, as well as the discrepancies between 
the two approaches, should be explainable. 

The Whiteheadian approach stands in stark contrast to 
the vast majority of the other thinkers and systems that I 
have studied. These thinkers and systems, especially but 
not only in the Anglo-American analytic philosophical tra¬ 
dition, prefer to explain away data that do not fit into 
their system (such as the placebo effect), or to caricature 
and then dismiss that which was misrepresented (as I have 
heard done regarding the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis), or to ig¬ 
nore information they consider to be trivial (such as evi¬ 
dence regarding paranormal experience). 

Another unacknowledged difficulty many thinkers regu¬ 
larly encounter involves their willingness to make excep¬ 
tions or to otherwise build in special cases, after they 
have said "no exceptions" or "no special cases." For ex¬ 
ample, John Calvin claimed he was going to be thoroughly 
logical, yet most of the time when he got himself into a 
logical corner he claimed the solution was to be found in 
the "mystery of God." Both Sigmund Freud and E. F. Skinner 
have written as if human freedom were a real possibility, 
but in following their assumptions and views, one will find 
that freedom will need to be some sort of very special case 
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freedom is not inherent in either system. A Whiteheadian 
approach suggests that freedom, not just human freedom, is 
part of the cosmic process from the very beginning and is 
present in the very foundations of the process. According¬ 
ly, neither a special case nor an exception to the metaphys¬ 
ical rules is needed. 

Since I began studying philosophy, theology, psycholo¬ 
gy, and education, I have consistently found process thought 
in general, and Whitehead's philosophy of organism in par¬ 
ticular, to be the best approach to use in attempting to ex¬ 
plain "life, the universe, and everything." 

This study, then, is greatly influenced both by the 
philosophy of organism proposed Alfred North Whitehead and 
by the spirit regarding philosophical investigation that is 
expressed in Whiteheadian thought. By the "spirit" of 
Whitehead's philosophy, I mean primarily the attitude to¬ 
wards speculative philosophy. Since Whitehead's philosophy 
of organism serves as the background for all the chapters in 
this study, presenting more information on the spirit of 
this philosophy is appropriate. 

"Speculative Philosophy is the endeavour to frame a co¬ 
herent, logical, necessary system of general ideas in terms 
of which every element of our experience can be interpreted" 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 3). For Whitehead, then, speculative 
philosophy is the attempt to provide a complete description 
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of how this world functions, a description that in principle 

can be applied to all aspects of the universe. 

The true method of discovery is like the flight 
of an aeroplane. It starts from the ground of 
particular observation; it makes a flight in the 
thin air of imaginative generalization; and it 
again lands for renewed observation rendered 
acute by rational interpretation. (Whitehead, 

1978, p. 5) 

As this quotation suggests, speculative philosophy be¬ 
gins with "particular observation" which then serves as the 
basis for "imaginative generalization," that is, proposed 
explanations of that which has been observed. Discrepancies 
between explanation and initial observation lead to "renewed 
observation," renewed explanation, and so on. The philo¬ 
sophical process is ongoing and open-ended: the probability 
is very small that all metaphysical principles will ever be 
known and thoroughly understood (Whitehead, 1978, p. 4). 

The open-ended nature of speculative philosophy sug¬ 
gests that the metaphysical principles developed in the 
course of one's investigation need to be open to regular re¬ 
vision. A Whiteheadian approach to speculative philosophy 
encourages participants to take account of as much evidence 
as possible; evidence is not to be discounted merely because 
it does not easily fit with an accepted theory. For too 
many philosophers, "failure to include some obvious elements 
of experience in the scope of the system is met by boldly 
denying the facts" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 6). By contrast, if 
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one encounters facts that do not fit with one's theory, the 
theory needs to be adjusted. 

Since one of the goals of metaphysics or speculative 
philosophy, from a Whiteheadian perspective, is to provide 
description that covers as much of reality as possible, 
there should be no surprise in learning that Whiteheadian 
thought encourages such wide-ranging description. The me¬ 
taphysical principles ought to be of such a nature that they 
can assist in the description of every event, circumstance, 
or situation that occurs. Metaphysical description involves 
all practice and all the facts; if there is a problem, alter 
the metaphysics, not the facts (Whitehead, 1978, p. 12). 

Whitehead encourages exploration and application of the 
philosophy of organism. When one discovers changes that 
need to be made, then one needs to make them. A truly spec¬ 
ulative philosophy needs to be able to explain even the ap¬ 
parently most mundane aspects of reality. 

Being tackled at Rugby, there is the Real. Nobody 
who hasn't been knocked down has the slightest 
notion of what the Real is. (Whitehead, quoted in 
William Ernest Hocking, "Whitehead as I Knew Him," 
Journal of Philosophy (14 September 1961):512, 
cited in Hendley, 1986, p. 75) 

Metaphysical description that cannot adequately explain 
"being tackled at Rugby" needs to be revised. 
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A frequent tendency against which Whitehead warns is 
what Whitehead calls "the fallacy of misplaced concrete¬ 
ness." As the label suggests, this fallacy occurs in mis¬ 
taking an abstraction for the concrete reality to which the 
abstraction refers. Focusing on and labeling a pattern of 
events in nature may be useful for some purposes, but the 
actual events should not be equated with the pattern that 
has been abstracted from them. "This fallacy consists in 
neglecting the degree of abstraction involved when an actual 
entity is considered merely as far as it exemplifies certain 
categories of thought" (Whitehead, 1978, pp. 7-8). For ex¬ 
ample, when the stages proposed by a structural analysis are 
believed to exist independently of the actual phenomena to 
which the analysis refers, then the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness has occurred. The stages are labels referring 
to patterns of behavior. 

From a Whiteheadian perspective, an "object" of sense- 
perception is an abstraction; that is, any object sensorily 
perceived is the result of a sophisticated process, at the 
base of which is primitive, concrete, particular experience. 
Sense-perception is the process by which very basic feelings 
and experiences are received and discriminated into sense- 
impressions (Olewiler, 1971, pp. 178-185). Assuming objects 
of sense-data to be ultimate reality would be committing the 
fallacy of misplaced concreteness. 
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Much of traditional Western philosophy has been predi¬ 
cated upon an "either-or-but-not-both" approach to problems 
and situations. That is, there has been a focus on simple, 
and usually false, oppositions, such as either God is com¬ 
pletely transcendent or completely immanent, human beings 
are either completely free or completely determined. White¬ 
headian thought suggests a more inclusive, a "both-and," ap¬ 
proach to problems and situations, realizing that in daily 
life shades of gray and complexity are more frequent than 
oversimplified dichotomies. As indicated in this study, 
sexist language is a multilayered situation not easily cor¬ 
rectable by doing simply either this or that. Both this and 
that will be needed. 

In keeping with the spirit of Whiteheadian thought, 
this study explores a threefold thesis. This tripartite 
thesis is that language shapes how human beings perceive 
reality, that the development of theoretical constructs can 
help explain resistances to and possibilities for inclusive 
language, and that the implementation of inclusive language 
is an important goal for religious education. Chapter 1 
provides a description of the role of sexist language in 
perpetuating sexual discrimination. Chapter 2 presents the 
thesis, discusses several notions of particular relevance to 
this work, introduces the three perspectives used in this 
study, and makes explicit some of the assumptions made in 
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this study. Chapters 3, 4, and 5 present insights from 
Alfred North Whitehead's philosophy of organism, Benjamin 
Lee Whorf’s principle of linguistic relativity, and Jean 
Piaget's genetic epistemology that are especially relevant 
to this study. Chapter 6 summarizes the study up to this 
juncture and discusses the support for the first two sub¬ 
theses of the tripartite thesis. Chapter 7 discusses the 
third subthesis, the importance of inclusive language for 
religious education. Chapter 8 presents some strategies for 
implementing inclusive language, discusses some objections 
to inclusive language, and indicates how inclusive linguis¬ 
tic habits can contribute to human progress. 
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Chapter 1 

Patriarchy and Sexist Language 

Ask the boys and girls in your circle what they 
would like to be when they grow up. Then ask 
them what they would like to be if they were the 
opposite sex. (Smith, 1985b, p. 28) 

If your findings correspond with mine you will 
discover more often than not: 

That when girls are asked what they would want 
to do if they were boys, they elevate the con¬ 
ventional prestige of their choice. So, for 
example, if as a girl they wanted to be nurses, 
as boys they might want to become doctors. Boys, 
on the other hand, often seem to find it impos¬ 
sible to think of themselves as girls and many 
answer simply, "Nothing.” (Smith, 1985b, p. 29) 

In a third grade class of a parochial school in 
Brooklyn, some 25 boys and girls were asked what 
they would like to be when they grew up. Then 
they were asked what they would like to be if 
they (were) the opposite sex. In many cases when 
the girls imagined themselves as boys, they raised 
the conventional prestige of their career choice. 
In too many cases the boys simply could not wrap 
their minds around the possibility of being a 
girl. One boy succinctly verbalized his non¬ 
plussed reaction, "I'd kill myself!" (Smith, 

1985a, p. 638) 


In a philosophy class discussion on the topic of sexual 
equality, a woman related how disappointed her fifth-grade 
sister was to discover that she could not be a "fireman." 1 

Two three-year-old girls, one in California and one in 
New York, are being raised in families where both parents 


^■This discussion occurred in the course "Introduction 
to Philosophy," Fall 1988, Mt. San Antonio College, Walnut, 
California. 
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work outside the home, share the housework, and are trying 
to be nonsexist in their language use. Each girl comes home 
from preschool and tells her parents that she wants to be a 
nurse. Asked why not a doctor, each girl insists that only 
men can be doctors. 

”... Kings are royaler than queens" a young girl 
tells her mother because on Mister Rogers "the King answers 
the questions the most" (Sheldon, 1990, p. 7). 

As the preceding stories suggest, children (elementary 
school-age and younger) learn that being a boy or a man is 
"better than" being a girl or a woman, at least in English- 
speaking cultures, such as the United States of America. 
These stories are not unusual. In other words, the language 
and behavior of children indicate that sexism, that is, the 
various forms of harmful and unnecessary discrimination that 
occur against girls and women, is imparted to and implanted 
in children very early in life. 

One of the ways this control shows and reinforces it¬ 
self is in the language that people use. Consider the fol¬ 
lowing studies: 

College students asked to select pictures to 
illustrate captions like "Social Man" and "Urban 
Man" were more likely to choose pictures of men 
only than pictures of men and women; with the 
"generic" man removed from the legends ("Social 
Behavior," "Urban Life"), significantly fewer 
students selected pictures of men only. (Frank 
& Treichler, 1989, p. 8) 
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Studies of grade school and junior high school 
students consistently reveal that students asso¬ 
ciated more men-only illustrations with the mas¬ 
culine 'generics' than with alternative forms. 

(Frank & Treichler, 1989, p. 8) 

Others studies indicate the ways in which language in¬ 
fluences human perception. For example, studies have indi¬ 
cated that students ranging from elementary school through 
high school and into college consistently believe job de¬ 
scriptions containing the so-called generic "he" or "man" to 
be intended for males (Frank & Treichler, 1989, p. 8). 

Also, studies have shown that when nonsexist pronouns are 
used in place of the so-called generic pronouns, "students 
make significantly fewer errors in comprehension" (Frank & 
Treichler, 1989, p. 8). Further, there is research that in¬ 
dicates that the words heard and images seen by children on 
television affect children's beliefs about the world. In 
particular, young girls who viewed shows with women por¬ 
trayed as positive role models are more likely to develop 
positive attitudes about themselves and the role of women in 
society (Frank & Treichler, 1989, pp. 8-9). 

Based upon the aforementioned studies and more, Frank 
and Treichler go on to state: "Taken as a whole, this body 
of research supports the hypothesis that linguistic usage 
shapes and reinforces selected cognitive tendencies, usually 
those in conformity with widely accepted cultural practices 
and beliefs" (Frank & Treichler, 1989, p. 9). Since current 
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"cultural practices and beliefs" in the United States in¬ 
clude biases against women, the English currently used in 
the United States likewise includes biases against women. 

Learning sexism begins early in life, and language is 
one of the necessary means by which sexism is conveyed. 
Babies are treated differently depending upon whether they 
are perceived as boys or girls; even though baby "boys cry 
more and need less sleep than girls" (Wren, 1989, p. 28). 
Mothers attend to daughters more than sons. Both parents 
smile and talk to baby girls more than to baby boys (Wren, 
1989, pp. 28-31). Further, baby girls and baby boys are 
talked to differently. 

A hail-baby-well-met style for little boys and 
a gentler dealing with little girls were owned 
by a group of parents who admitted calling their 
daughters Sweetie, Pudding, Doll-baby, Daddy’s 
Pet, Daddy’s Little Sweetheart, and boys Bronco, 

Cowboy, Polar Bear, Little Nut! (Morton, 1985, 
pp. 22-23) 

Learning sexism also can be demonstrated in the way and by 
the words used by mothers as they talk about themselves to 
their children. Poynton (1989, pp. 25-26) discusses situa¬ 
tions in which mothers underplay their own roles and con¬ 
tributions. For example, housework is rarely verbalized as 
tiring and important; mothers talk about "clever Daddy" and 
"silly mummy." "Mothers who pass on such ’knowledge’ of fe¬ 
male inferiority to their children have themselves internal¬ 
ised it from just such messages as they are now passing on 
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to their children" (Poynton, 1989, p. 26). If it is true 
that "by the age of four children have a firm knowledge of 
sex identity and are well able to perceive distinctions of 
gender role" (Poynton, 1989, pp. 28-29), then sexist lan¬ 
guage and behavior would appear to be well on its way to a 
firm foundation in young children. 

However, the process does not stop with young children. 
The training in sexism continues into formal schooling. 
Within the education system, boys are valued more highly 
than girls: boys talk more and require more attention than 
girls; the interests of boys are taken more seriously than 
the interests of girls; and autonomous behavior by boys is 
more rewarded than is such behavior by girls (Poynton, 1989, 
pp. 31-37). The boy is challenged to do better; the girl is 
told that "it (academic success) is beyond her," that this 
inability to succeed academically is natural, and that this 
inability is not her fault (Wren, 1989, pp. 28-31). 

In mixed-sex classes boys get more teacher time 
and are punished more for nonacademic faults 
whereas girls get less teacher time, are repri¬ 
manded more for academic mistakes, and are praised 
more for conduct and appearance than attainment. 

(Wren, 1989, p. 28) 

From infancy through the preschool years and into 
school age, "the everyday discourse with which children are 
surrounded from the day of their birth, in which they them¬ 
selves become eventual participants, is a primary means by 
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which socialisation is effected" (Poynton, 1989, p. 3). 

Since much of this discourse is sexist, it is not surprising 
that the socialization process itself tends to be sexist. 

Patriarchy 

Patriarchy is one way of describing the comprehensive 
system by which males maintain control and of which sexism 
is an aspect. 

By patriarchy I mean a culture that is slanted 
so that men are valued a lot and women are valued 
less; or in which men's prestige is up and women's 
prestige is down. (Gray, 1982, p. 19) 

Patriarchy may be defined as any social system 
in which men are perceived as inherently supe¬ 
rior and more powerful than women. (Morton, 1985, 
p. 37) 

In the United States of America, men and what men do 
are valued more than women and what women do. In the United 
States, a male high school dropout has the same earning po¬ 
tential as a female college graduate (Kilbourne, 1987); 
white women who work full-time earn $.64 for each $1.00 that 
white men earn (Faludi, 1991, p. 364; National Public Ra¬ 
dio). By 1988, black women were earning $.59 for each $1.00 
that white men earned, and Hispanic women were earning $.54 
for each $1.00 that white men earned (Faludi, 1991, p. 364). 
In Chapter 13 of Backlash. Faludi (1987, pp. 363-399) demon¬ 
strates the increasing disparities in pay between women and 
men--that occupations in which women have traditionally been 
dominant are less well paying than occupations in which men 
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dominate; that occupations in which men used to dominate but 
no longer do, such as insurance adjusters, relative wages 
have declined; and that in occupations wherein men and women 
have more or less equal access, as in public relations, the 
pay of men exceeds that of women for comparable work. The 
number of women in elected office, especially at the nation¬ 
al level, remains far below the proportion of women in the 
population. Also, the portrayal of women in advertising, as 
presented in the film "Still Killing Us Softly" (Kilbourne, 
1987), is much more negative than the portrayal of men. Men 
are considered more important than women in the United 
States. 

Within this patriarchal system a number of beliefs are 
promoted, and these beliefs in turn provide support for pa¬ 
triarchy. Among these beliefs are the following: 

Reality is hierarchical and is supposed to be 
so--the justification can be either Divine or 
Nature. Power issues from the top, and those 
below are expected to obey. (Gray, 1982, p. 81) 

Man is special, unique and superior to all of 
Nature, and therefore can do what he wants— 
either due to Divine Fiat or by being the peak 
of evolution. (Gray, 1982, p. 86) 

Nature is feminine—a compliant woman with 
virgin resources to be used; a mother who 
will always protect you, giving you what you 
need and want; a wanton woman to be dominated. 

(Gray, 1982, p. 102) 

Subordinate groups are helpless and need to be 
taken care of by the powerful males; such care¬ 
taking legitimates the authority of those in 
control. (Russell, 1985, p. 596) 
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These and other related beliefs combine with behavior and 
lead to "the universal oppression of women, the poor, the 
nonwhite, the domination of Third World peoples, to world 
wars, and the exploitation of the earth and its resources" 
(Morton, 1985, p. 37). "The patriarchal mindset decides the 
truth and draws the line, and suddenly those outside that 
line become heretics" (Russell, 1985, p. 590). As histor¬ 
ical evidence indicates, in the Salem Witch Trials for ex¬ 
ample, those considered heretics may be ignored, may be ha¬ 
rassed, may be tortured, or may even be killed. 

There are numerous, interrelated factors contributing 
to the continuing dominance of patriarchy: greed, apathy, 
fear, nationalism, covert operations, ego-centeredness, male 
control of social custom, male control of symbols and images 
--religious and mythic--to name but a few. Language plays 
one of the key roles in the continuing dominance of patriar¬ 
chy, specifically through the contribution that sexist lan¬ 
guage makes by reinforcing the usually inferior, sometimes 
invisible, status of women and by influencing the develop¬ 
ment of children—both girls and boys. 

Men have defined and controlled people’s perceptions 
(Gray, 1982, p. 2). One of the means by which perceptions 
are defined and controlled is through the use of "so-called 
male generic language" (Gray, 1982, p. 71). Such language 
consists of claiming that the use of language such as "man," 
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"mankind,” "he," and "his," includes women as well as men in 

certain situations, for example "all men are created equal" 

or "if a policeman stops a person, then he should do what he 

says." So-called male generic language has become ingrained 

to such a degree that alternatives to such language are very 

difficult to consider; the habit is firmly entrenched. 

The difficulty is that if one has grown up 
surrounded by a particular set of 'messages, ' 
or 'instructions' about how one should see, think, 
feel, act, and talk about the nature and purposes 
of social institutions in which one is involved, 
it is extremely difficult to even conceive of the 
possibility of there being a vantage point from 
which one might see things differently, much less 
to actually situate oneself at such a strategic 
place. (Poynton, 1989, pp. 12-13) 


One of the more detrimental effects of the "so-called 
male generic language" is that it "serves to perpetuate the 
illusion that 'male* is synonymous with 'human"' (Gray, 

1982, p. 71), thereby giving justification for ignoring wom¬ 
en and any views that question the male perspective. 

Taking their cue from sexist language, women as 
well as men have assumed that all creatures are 
male unless there is prior evidence that they are 
female. Of course this assumption enhances male 
ego and virtually wipes out female presence, even 
to women themselves. (Withers, 1984, p. 14) 


Sexist language contributes to the internalizing of 
sexist images, attitudes, and behaviors. Nelle Morton 
testifies to one outcome of this process: "The inter¬ 
nalization of such male imagery prevented me from fighting 
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for myself during my years at Drew University" (Morton, 

1985, p. 192). And the mother cited earlier, whose child 

stated that "Kings are royaler than Queens," writes: 

What I see happening with my daughter is that this 
convention [pseudo-generic ’he’] in her language 
is causing her to think in a child's very concrete 
sense that more ’he's' than ’she's’ actually exist 
out there in the world. Females become invisible 
if you rarely refer to them. (Sheldon, 1990, p. 5) 


Another effect to which sexist language in general and 
so-called male generic language in particular contributes is 
a type of Catch-22. On the one hand, women who act "like 
men," that is, women who are brave, assertive, successful, 
and so on, tend to be viewed as deviant or unwomanly. On 
the other hand, women who act "like women," that is, women 
who are unstable, emotional, helpless and so on, tend to be 
discounted and devalued. Either way, women cannot win; if 
the male is identical with the human, then females cannot be 
successful. 

Women also are slighted in the study of the history of 
the English language as illustrated in The Storv of English. 
a PBS series as well as a book by the same name. The title 
of the series suggests there is only one version of "the 
story" (Penelope, 1990, p. 26). Neither the series nor the 
book contains any references to feminist research on the En¬ 
glish language. Additionally, neither the series nor the 
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book discusses "the fact that Middle English speakers re¬ 
jected the possibility of a sex-neutral pronoun in English" 
(Penelope, 1990, pp. 26-27). Finally, there is only one 
reference to male domination in the English language, a men¬ 
tion of the word "wimmin" in the Introduction (McCrum, Cran, 
& MacNeil, 1986, p. 15). Apparently The Storv of English is 
yet another attempt, perhaps unconscious, to maintain male 
control of the English language. 

Patriarchy is at the root of the problem of in¬ 
clusive language and power. Language both shapes 
and is shaped by the social world it names. In a 
patriarchal world of domination and subordination, 
language is a powerful tool for the exclusion of 
the weak. (Russell, 1985, p. 593) 

Resistance to Change 

There have been, and continue to be, a variety of re¬ 
sponses to the claim that the English language as currently 
practiced is sexist and to the challenge to use the English 
language more inclusively. Responses to the claim that En¬ 
glish is sexist and to the challenge to use more inclusive 
English range along a continuum. At one end of the conti¬ 
nuum, the claim is acknowledged and the challenge accepted; 
at the other end of the continuum, both the claim and the 
challenge are completely rejected. An important argument 
given by many who reject both the claim and the challenge is 
that language and thought are not connected in any way, or 
at least not in any significant way. Another argument used 
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by many who reject both the claim and the challenge, yet who 
agree that society is sexist, is that there are other rea¬ 
sons for sexism, such as societal structures. Language, at 
best, is a minor concern that will become less sexist as the 
other factors become less sexist. Yet, if language really 
is so trivial, then changing the language should be rela¬ 
tively easy; yet such change has not been easy. There has 
been, and continues to be, much resistance. Accordingly, 
the role language plays in the perpetuation of sexism is not 
as trivial as some have claimed. 

Male omnipresence in our vocabulary is only one of 
the ways in which women have been kept invisible 
in our society when they moved beyond traditional 
roles. If sexist terms are really so innocuous 
and trivial, why is everyone so anxious to protect 
them? (Nilsen, Bosmajin, Gershung, & Stanley, 

1977, p. 74) 


Even those who acknowledge the power of language to affect 

thought, perception, and behavior have been resistant to 

changing sexist language. 

Attempts to change sexist usage meet not merely 
with resistance, but with ridicule. It is odd 
that such ridicule often comes from the very 
people who profess their faith in the power of 
the words—linguists, literary critics, members 
of the MLA [Modern Language Association of Amer¬ 
ica]. (Nilsen, Bosmajin, Gershung, & Stanley, 

1977, p. 12) 


Resistance to the use of truly inclusive language con¬ 
tinues: (a) In the courses that I teach, sexist language is 
commonplace, and even feminists and language-sensitive males 
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regularly "slip" into using sexist language, indicating that 
deeply ingrained linguistic habits are difficult to alter; 
(b) in churches, the struggle continues; sexist language is 
not being changed easily (Withers, 1984, pp. 13-16); Chris¬ 
tian churches continue to use sexist language and promote 
sexist images--in hymns, in liturgies, in prayers, in meet¬ 
ings; (c) the mass media, especially television, continue to 
be sexist in both language and images--so much so that any 
use of "he or she" is startling. Overall, this resistance 
to inclusive language would appear to indicate both that 
society is patriarchal and that God is thought to be a male 
(Morton, 1985, pp. 20 & 150). 

Concluding Remarks 

One perspective of this study is that the relationship 
between language and thought is complex, involving percep¬ 
tion, behavior, and other factors. All aspects of our life 
influence all the other aspects. Accordingly the language 
that is used influences thought, and vice versa; the degree 
of influence and interrelatedness with other factors is the 
topic under consideration in later chapters of this study. 

As the stories and studies cited here indicate, young 
children have acquired the view that being a boy is better 
than being a girl. This perception is illustrated in their 
words as well as in their behavior. One purpose of this 
study is to investigate how such a perception is acquired. 
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or ingrained, at such an early age. There are many factors 

that contribute to sexism; language is not the only source 

of sexism. Many factors are involved in socialization. 

[I]t is important to be aware of the subtle 
learning that takes place because of (or through 
the power of) words in relation to other biases in 
our society including race, class, religion, age, 
and physical handicaps. (Withers, 1985, p. 510) 

Language appears to be a necessary but not sufficient con¬ 
dition in the development and maintenance of sexist atti¬ 
tudes and behaviors. 

Ours is also a racist society, an ethnocentric society, 
and an ecologically exploitative society, but neither time 
nor space permits discussion of these concerns and the role 
that language plays in their continuance; all of these 
"isms" (racism, sexism, ethnocentrism, and so on) are bound 
up with each other. This situation works towards the bene¬ 
fit of those in power. "Everything that happens to us we 
filter through the lens or screen of our understanding of 
the world" (Gray, 1982, p. 39). If our "lens" is patriar¬ 
chal, then we will accept the patriarchal view of life, 
without much fuss as many, perhaps most, of us do. In addi¬ 
tion to sexism the current patriarchal lens includes, as 
suggested above, racism, ethnocentrism, and more. To change 
this "lens" takes effort since trying to change deeply-in¬ 
grained habits can be quite difficult. Yet language can be 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



23 


one of the tools used to overthrow these same elites. In¬ 
creasing sensitivity to linguistic issues, especially in the 
use of inclusive language, is one way of dealing with this 
situation for those who wish to effect some change in them¬ 
selves as well as in others. In other words, while sexist 
linguistic habits are one of the ways of maintaining the 
status quo, changing these linguistic habits and implement¬ 
ing a truly inclusive language would be one factor in moving 
the status quo towards more inclusiveness. 2 


2 For those who doubt the power of language. Wren (1989, 
pp. 15-16) cites the role of language in Nazi propaganda, 
especially as that language was used against the Jews. 

People who were regularly called a "plague" and "bacillus" 
eventually "had" to be "exterminated." 
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Chapter 2 

Thesis, Motions, and Perspectives 

The threefold thesis of this study is that language 
shapes how human beings perceive reality, that the develop¬ 
ment of theoretical constructs can help explain resistances 
to and possibilities for inclusive language, and that the 
implementation of inclusive language is an important goal 
for religious education. Beginning in infancy, children are 
immersed in taken-for-granted linguistic structures and hab¬ 
its. These structures and habits strongly influence, some¬ 
times to the point of virtually determining, the human per¬ 
ception of reality as well as the development of human atti¬ 
tudes and behaviors. Further, in English-speaking culture 
these linguistic habits have been, and still tend to be, 
sexist and exclusive; such linguistic habits form one of the 
supports for patriarchy as described in Chapter 1. The ba¬ 
sis for a more inclusive language can be provided, and the 
implementation of this new approach would contribute signif¬ 
icantly to changing persons and changing society. 

This view of "change the language, change the person," 
occurs in popular culture, as demonstrated in the musical 
Mv Fair Lady, especially in the song entitled "Why Can’t the 
English Learn to Speak?" If one of the goals of religious 
education is to promote the development of new persons, 
thereby contributing to the transforming of society, then 
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the use of truly inclusive language throughout the life and 
work of religious institutions becomes one way of effecting 
such development. 

To say that the English language helps to promote sex¬ 
ism is not the same as saying that every use of the language 
is sexist or that each and every person who uses the lan¬ 
guage is always sexist. The initial claim is inductive: 

Most of us, most of the time, especially when we are not 
paying attention or if we are not developing inclusive lan¬ 
guage habits, use the English language in sexist ways. The 
English language is flexible enough so that the sexist ten¬ 
dencies can be overcome if the speaker is aware, encouraged, 
and works on developing inclusive language habits. Overcom¬ 
ing the sexist tradition in English language usage is pos¬ 
sible, either by conscious effort (which includes bringing 
sexist thoughts, attitudes, and images from unconsciousness 
into consciousness) or by early training and exposure (al¬ 
though until the mass media changes the most that this ap¬ 
proach may be able to do is plant some inclusive seeds) or 
some combination of the two. Motivations may emerge from 
personal experiences of sexism or other types of exclusion 
that can then be related to sexism. For example, males who 
feel excluded or oppressed may be more easily led to "see” 
and to "feel" a little of the oppression felt by women. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



26 


The focus of this dissertation is on American English 
as written and spoken in the mass media, in schools of var¬ 
ious levels and kinds, and in other everyday usage, and as 
codified in standard dictionaries. The interplay between 
subcultures and dialects of English, such as Gullah and 
surf-speak, is beyond the scope of this study. However, 
most if not all variations of English are likely to be sex¬ 
ist, especially when used in unthoughtful ways. Claims re¬ 
garding non-English languages are not pursued in this study, 
although there is evidence that Chinese and Japanese, for 
instance, are also sexist (Holgerson as cited in Regan, 

1989, pp. 28-30; Penelope, 1990, pp. 79-88). 

Important Notions 

Several of the more significant ideas for this study 
are (a) "language" and "inclusive language," (b) "education" 
and "religious education," (c) "theoretical constructs," 

(d) "perception," and (e) "transformation." Discussion of 
these terms follows. 

Language and Inclusive Language 

In this study, language refers to a complex of de¬ 
scriptions involving the words themselves, the meaning asso¬ 
ciated with the words, the patterns in which the words are 
or can be found, the meanings associated with those pat¬ 
terns, and the uses to which words, meanings, and patterns 
are put. 
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[H]uman language is . . . accurately under¬ 

stood as the signs, sounds, gestures, marks, 
and expressions used to communicate ideas and 
feelings. Such communication is an essential 
part of human nature and provides the means of 
establishing relationships with others and 
discovering personal identity in communal rela¬ 
tionships. (Russell, 1985, p. 585) 

Language involves words and the systems of rules that are 
useful for speakers saying what they want to say (Penelope, 
1990, p. xiii) . 

Language is a word with much potential ambiguity or 
vagueness attending closely to it. Further, language is a 
word with which many other concepts associate, concepts such 
as indexical, lexical, semantics, syntactic, grammatical, 
speech, and writing. Semantics and grammar are two of the 
more frequently used terms with the most comprehensive de¬ 
scriptions, with semantics referring to the various forms of 
meaning involved with linguistic usage and grammar referring 
to the various structures involved in language. Language 
can also be viewed as "a purely human and non-instinctive 
method of communicating ideas, emotions, and desires by 
means of a system of voluntarily produced symbols" (Sapir, 
1949, p. 8). Alternatively, language can be viewed as in¬ 
volving (a) phonology, that is, the sound system, (b) mor¬ 
phology, that is, the construction of words based upon mor¬ 
phemes, (c) syntax, that is, the internal structure of sen¬ 
tences, and (d) semantics, that is, the abstract features of 
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vocabulary, with all four levels working simultaneously and 
interacting with each other (Penelope, 1990, p. 239). 

There are at least three factors involved in language 
usage: (a) the intent or purpose of the user, (b) the con¬ 
text in which and the audience for which the words are being 
used, and (c) the awareness of both users and receivers of 
each other and of the context. Generally, the intention(s) 
of the user and the context in which language is being used 
are relevant to the style of language actually used. For 
example, a person may want to express sexist views overtly 
and thus use language that clearly indicates the subordinate 
position that women are to occupy. In another situation, a 
focus on freedom may subtly limit the consideration of how 
language functions; "freedom for all men" may indeed be in¬ 
tended to mean "freedom for all people," and the context may 
help convey that particular intention. 

There also may be situations in which the language is 
used, either unintentionally or intentionally, to mask an 
ugly reality; for example, the term pedophilia veils the 
fact that children have been sexually victimized by adults. 
There may be situations in which subversive or shocking lan¬ 
guage is needed or desired for the purpose of getting an au¬ 
dience's attention; perhaps one refers to God as "She" in 
order to get the crowd thinking about their unconscious as¬ 
sumptions regarding Divine sexuality. Also, there may be 
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linguistic usages that have one meaning in one context and a 
different meaning in a different context--for example, the 
various ways in which the hymn "Amazing Grace" is used and 
interpreted. Whether linguistic usage is neutral or subver¬ 
sive or accurate or some combination thereof largely depends 
upon the context in which that language is being used and 
upon the intention with which the language is being used. 

Another meaningful difference to note is the one be¬ 
tween nonsexist language and gender-neutral language. 

It is important, then, to distinguish between 
the terms gender-neutral and nonsexist . Gender- 
neutral is a linguistic description: a gender- 
neutral term is formally, linguistically unmarked 
for gender: police officer, domestic violence, 
flight attendant in place of gender-marked 
policeman, wife battering, stewardess . Nonsexist 
is a social, functional description; a nonsexist 
term works against sexism in society. (Frank & 
Treichler, 1989, pp. 17-18) 


A term may be both gender-neutral and nonsexist. However, 
nonsexist terms are not always gender-neutral nor are gen¬ 
der-neutral terms always nonsexist terms. 

Gender-neutral terms are not always the most appro¬ 
priate terms for identifying what has occurred or what is 
occurring. The term domestic violence presents an example 
of a gender-neutral term that is not nonsexist. "[Domestic 
violence] hides the male agency and focuses our attention on 
the places where men beat their wives and children, dwell¬ 
ings, disguising violent acts as well as erasing the male 
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agents" (Penelope, 1990, p. 209). Accuracy in language is 
important; when gender-marking is relevant, it should be 
done. Domestic violence may be technically accurate but the 
vast majority of domestic violence remains wife battering 
and child beating. 

Inclusive language resembles both gender-neutral lan¬ 
guage and nonsexist language but is not identical with ei¬ 
ther gender-neutral or nonsexist language. 

Inclusive language—the term preferred rather than 
nonsexist — is a way of expressing the concern for 
using words that do not exclude, or express bias 
against individuals or groups regardless of gender 
or attributes such as race or color. Inclusive 
language recognizes the value of all human beings 
and does not limit our understanding of God. 

(Withers, 1984, p. 7) 

Like both gender-neutral and nonsexist language, inclusive 
language is a response to the domination of the language and 
experience of certain people, in this case women, by the 
language and experience of other people, in this case men 
(Withers, 1985b, p. 652). Like nonsexist language, inclu¬ 
sive language involves issues of oppression, at the very 
least the oppression of women. Like gender-neutral lan¬ 
guage, inclusive language involves linguistic usage and 
structure that, at the very least, is not sexist. Encompas¬ 
sing both gender-neutral language and nonsexist language, 
inclusive language can be described as truly appropriate 
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language usage: if women are intended, say so; if men are 
intended, say so; if human beings are intended, say so. 

Accordingly, inclusive language involves more than pro¬ 
noun adjustment (such as changing from the so-called generic 
"he" to any other options, such as he/she, she/he, she or 
he, he or she, or s/he) or finding appropriate alternatives 
for the so-called generic "man" (such as firefighter in lieu 
of fireman). Although both pronoun adjustment and the find¬ 
ing of other appropriate alternatives are important, still 
more subtle changes also are needed. Inclusive language is 
one way by which that which has been linguistically hidden 
can be brought into the open. "Inclusive language is born 
in the struggle of those who are linguistically invisible as 
they come to the recognition that their linguistic invisi¬ 
bility reflects and perpetuates the exclusivist bias of the 
institutions of society" (Thistlethwaite, 1985, p. 558). 

Developing one's use of inclusive language involves 
learning new linguistic habits. These new habits need to 
include ways of speaking, writing, and listening that in¬ 
clude and encourage. New linguistic usage also would in¬ 
clude examining current linguistic usage for discrimination 
that occurs in various of ways, both conscious and uncon¬ 
scious, and taking appropriate action, that is, regular 
self-critique. With these new linguistic habits also comes 
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a realization of the power that language possesses. Learn¬ 
ing to use inclusive language takes continuing effort in 
order for such usage to become a thoughtful habit. "Inclu¬ 
sive language is not a place to be reached, but a reaching 
toward language that respects and includes as many dialects 
as possible" (Moore, 1985, p. 611). 

However, any use of the English language that contrib¬ 
utes to sexism needs to be made more inclusive if the goal 
is a more equitable world. Any local dialect that excludes 
in harmful ways needs to be changed, to become more inclu¬ 
sive. Such changing does not necessarily mean that the en¬ 
tire dialect would be eliminated. Also, since languages 
change over time, what is being suggested is that change 
needs to be a little more controlled, consciously moved in 
directions that promote a more inclusive culture. "The de¬ 
sire of those working for inclusive language is not for dom¬ 
ination, but for true diversity in which no one image or 
model decides the nature of God or of the human person" 
(Russell, 1985, pp. 592-593). 

Education and Religious Education 

In this study, the view of education adopted involves 
helping students to learn, encouraging students to want to 
learn, to explore new areas, and to make connections between 
ideas as well as between learning and life. "The students 
are alive, and the purpose of education is to stimulate and 
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guide their self-development” (Whitehead, 1967a, p. v) . 
Education also involves the entire person--the physical, the 
mental, the emotional, even the spiritual. Far too often, 
traditional education has focused on some particular area, 
such as the cognitive, and neglected the other aspects of 
students. "I lay it down as an educational axiom that in 
teaching you will come to grief as soon as you forget that 
your pupils have bodies" (Whitehead, 1967a, p. 50). 

Education is not necessarily the same as either indoc¬ 
trination or instruction. Indoctrination, as in the produc¬ 
tion of useful citizens who without much thought follow the 
leaders, is not education. In indoctrination, truth is hid¬ 
den; accuracy and honesty are sacrificed for "the good of 
society," "national security," or some other "higher pur¬ 
pose." The students are given only one side, the side of 
those in control, in a positive manner; other positions are 
either ignored or presented in a negative manner. Instruc¬ 
tion has more to do with information from a "big bucket" 
(belonging to the instructor or leader) being poured into a 
"little bucket" (belonging to the student or follower). In¬ 
structors impart their knowledge to the students; the stu¬ 
dents absorb as much as they can, perhaps ask some questions 
of clarification, and then repeat the information back to 
the instructors at the appropriate times. 
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While some indoctrination or instruction may be appro¬ 
priate in some circumstances, when either instruction or 
indoctrination or some combination of the two become the 
controlling aspect(s) in an educational system, then true 
education has been lost. For example, in learning about the 
ideals of the United States of America, indoctrination may 
have a limited role; in learning the technical details in a 
subject, e.g. anatomy, instruction is appropriate. In any 
case, the ideas memorized or taught by means of instruction 
or indoctrination are not to be left to themselves; they 
need to be incorporated into the rest of the student's life, 
or at least the attempt should be made to do so. "The whole 
book [ The Aims of Education ] is a protest against dead 
knowledge, that is to say, against inert ideas” (Whitehead, 
1967a, p. v). 

Religious education can be described in a number of 
ways, some of which are educational in the manner set forth 
above, some of which fit better with instruction or indoc¬ 
trination, and some of which are better described in other 
ways. 1 One approach to describing religious education is 

1 Seymour & Miller (1982) present descriptions of five 
modern approaches to Christian education: religious instruc¬ 
tion, faith community, spiritual development, liberation, 
and interpretation. These approaches exemplify a variety of 
teaching and learning styles, including different combina¬ 
tions of the styles mentioned in this chapter, and can be 
found in non-Christian religious education. 
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organizational. From such a perspective, religious edu¬ 
cation is viewed as any program contained in the education 
budget of a religious organization and designated as having 
an educational function in that organization. Religious 
education also can be viewed as training or instruction of 
the young in the ways of the community of faith and reaf¬ 
firming and exploring the tradition by the adult membership, 
whether or not such training occurs as part of an organized, 
budgeted program or not. Or, religious education can be 
viewed as inclusive of all education, a view stated here by 
Alfred North Whitehead: 

The essence of education is that it be religious. 

Pray, what is religious education? 

A religious education is an education which 
inculcates duty and reverence. 

Duty arises from our potential control over the 
course of events. Where attainable knowledge 
could have changed the issue, ignorance has the 
guilt of vice. And the foundation of reverence 
is this perception, that the present holds within 
itself the complete sum of existence, backwards 
and forwards, that whole amplitude of time, which 
is eternity. (Whitehead, 1967a, p. 14) 


To say that all education is religious is not to say 
that any institution claiming to be an educational institu¬ 
tion really is one. Much of what claims to be education 
turns out to be, upon closer examination, heavily dependent 
upon instruction or indoctrination, neither of which are, by 
description, proper forms of education when allowed to dom¬ 
inate the learning process. A properly accredited high 
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school may be educational, for example, in a legal sense, 
but if the school relies primarily on some combination of 
indoctrination and instruction, then the school would not be 
educational in the sense described above. However, any sit¬ 
uation or system promoting education in the way described 
can be described also as religious education. 

This inclusive approach to religious education, as sug¬ 
gested by Whitehead, involves helping people find ways of 
living that promote integrity, ways of living that encourage 
healthy lives and relationships, and ways of living that 
help persons to overcome the isolation and selfishness that 
are moving the human species towards extinction. "Duty” and 
"reverence,” as suggested by Whitehead, involve concern for 
our obligation to learn, to exercise our knowledge to the 
best of our abilities throughout our daily lives, and to 
realize that every moment is sacred and in some way con¬ 
nected with every other moment—past, present, and future. 

You can interpret the past in terms of the 
present. The present is all that you have; 
and unless in this present you can find gen¬ 
eral principles which interpret the present 
as including a representation of the whole 
community of existents, you cannot make a 
step beyond your little patch of understand¬ 
ing. (Whitehead, 1974, p. 82) 

The only use of knowledge of the past is to 
equip us for the present. No more deadly harm 
can be done to young minds then by depreciation 
of the present. The present contains all that 
there is. It is holy ground; for it is the past, 
and it is the future. (Whitehead, 1967a, p. 3) 
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An inclusive approach to religious education is an appropri¬ 
ate description of the type of religious education adopted 
for this investigation. 2 

[A] genuinely religious education will be one 
that rages against all separation, division and 
injustice. It will also be one that includes 
the voices of persons everywhere in attempting 
the educational work of interpreting the totality 
of human reality and experience. (Withers, 1985b, 
p. 652) 


inclusive approaches to religious education have been 
presented previously. For example, Durka and Smith (1976a & 
1976b) used process theology as a basis for their work with 
models of God, including how those models develop, how such 
models influence other aspects of life, and how the models 
can be altered. Giltner (1985) presents a range of issues 
in which religious education has a role to play, including 
language, peace, and domestic violence. Giltner says that 
"religious education has a great future as an advocate for 
inclusivity and mutuality in God's great world" as women re¬ 
conceptualize both religious education and their role in it 
(Giltner, 1985, p. 2). Harris (1988) suggests an inclusive 
approach to religious education based upon, though not lim¬ 
ited to, women's experience and involving spirituality. 

The role of inclusive language in religious education 
has been of some concern over the years. Russell (1976) is 
an early example of this concern, focusing on nonsexist in¬ 
terpretation of the Bible. In the 1980's, Withers (1980 & 
1984) and Westerhoff (1985) are examples of the concern for 
inclusive language in religious education. More recently, 
Groome (1991) has provided a brief and very good summary of 
the reasons for inclusive language as well as some sugges¬ 
tions for implementing inclusive language. 

The main differences between these previous approaches 
to inclusivity and this study are the kinds of explanatory 
theory being used, the amount of emphasis placed on that 
theory, and the attempt to link the theory with practice. 
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Transformation. Theoretical Constructs, and Perception 

There are people for whom "inclusive language," "trans¬ 
formation," and other such words are triggers for a fear re¬ 
sponse. Yet transformation can be a neutral concept. The 
hoped-for transformation could be one in which the person 
changes from an atheist to a theist. Transformation would 
seem to involve radical change, whether that change be rapid 
or slow, from one way of being in this life to a signifi¬ 
cantly different way of being in this life. If one of the 
goals of religious education is to help persons grow in 
their faith, altering their way of living this life in some 
fashion, and if language is one of the means by which change 
is encouraged, then the language used in the religious edu¬ 
cation process should be supportive of the goal. Those who 
claim to be inclusive, and yet continue with primarily mas¬ 
culine references to Divinity, may well be deceiving them¬ 
selves and inhibiting their own project, belying their own 
claims. On the other hand, inclusive language aids in the 
pursuit of wholeness, in the transformation from a divided 
person to an integrated one. 

In this study, theoretical constructs that can aid in 
fostering inclusive language usage are offered. Theoretical 
constructs may sound too abstract, too divorced from the 
real world. However, the hope is that the theoretical 
constructs proposed and used in the following chapters will 
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prove to be useful tools for the analysis of how and why the 
resistance to change occurs and for the presentation of 
grounds for possible transformation. The hope also is that 
these theoretical constructs will prove to be appropriate 
labels for recurring life patterns and will help in under¬ 
standing more of the language-thought-perception-behavior 
complex in which each of us is involved. 

Perception in this study is used in a comprehensive 
way. Events that occur outside of human bodies are received 
by human beings. Some of these events will be consciously 
known; many will register with the senses. However most of 
the events will be felt unconsciously. The received infor¬ 
mation is interpreted, and information "goes out" from the 
perceivers. The relationship of this output to language 
usage and the relationship of the language usage to behavior 
are especially relevant in this study. Perception involves 
a complex set of relationships that includes language, 
thought, and behavior. 

Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget 

Ideas from the works of Alfred North Whitehead, 

Benjamin Lee Whorf, and Jean Piaget are helpful in illumi¬ 
nating some of the issues involving sexist language and in¬ 
clusive language. The views of these three thinkers appear 
to be generally compatible and to be capable of reinforcing 
each other. No defense of the views proposed by Whitehead, 
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Whorf, and Piaget is given in this study. Although legiti¬ 
mate questions about various features of their positions, or 
indeed about their positions as a whole, can be raised, this 
is not the place to discuss such questions. Being convinced 
that their respective views are generally accurate descrip¬ 
tions of reality, their basic insights are helpful in deal¬ 
ing with patterns which recur in real life, in leading to 
more accurate worldviews, and in exploring the relationships 
among language, thought, perception, and behavior. 3 

Certain labels have come to be associated with the work 
of each of the three thinkers used in this study, some self- 
affixed, some given from without. In Process and Reality 
(1978, passim) Whitehead called his approach "philosophy of 
organism" and the "organic philosophy," but "process phi¬ 
losophy," "process theology," "process-relational philoso¬ 
phy," and "process thought" are other terms that have been 
used for this approach. Philosophy of organism and White¬ 
headian thought are the two most frequently occurring labels 
in this text. Whorf (1956) described his view as "the prin¬ 
ciple of linguistic relativity." The "Sapir-Whorf hypothe¬ 
sis," "the Weltanschauung hypothesis," and "linguistic 

3 An element of irony occurs in using the thought of 
three male thinkers to discuss and explore the case for in¬ 
clusive language. Nonetheless, the use of Whitehead, Whorf, 
and Piaget can help illuminate the development of sexist 
language, the resistance to inclusive language, and the pos¬ 
sibilities for language's becoming more inclusive. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 




41 


determinism" are other terms that have been applied. Lin¬ 
guistic relativity and Whorfian thought are the two most 
frequently used terms in this text. Piaget claimed he was 
studying "genetic epistemology," that is, the biological 
origins and biological development of human thought, espe¬ 
cially scientific-mathematical thought; Piaget's work also 
has been described as "developmental psychology," "child de¬ 
velopment," "early childhood education," "cognitive psychol¬ 
ogy," and "cognitive development." Genetic epistemology and 
Piagetian thought are the two most frequently used labels in 
this study. 

Assumptions and Concluding Remarks 

The following assumptions contribute to the foundation 
of this study: 

(a) Society in the United States is usually sexist. 

(b) The English language as usually practiced is sex¬ 
ist . 

(c) The sexist usage of the English language contrib¬ 
utes to, promotes, reinforces, and helps to cause the sexist 
thinking, perception, and behavior that occurs in individu¬ 
als and is prevalent in society. 

(d) The views of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget are 
mostly accurate descriptions of reality. 
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(e) Religion and religious education in their various 
forms are intertwined with society and, therefore, tend to 
be sexist in their language, belief, and practice. 

If all five assumptions are accurate, then the theories 
of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget can help lay the bases for a 
coherent and consistent account of how sexist language in¬ 
teracts with sexist thought, sexist perception, and sexist 
behavior. Further, the theories of Whitehead, Whorf, and 
Piaget can also provide a basis for transforming religious 
education through the use of inclusive linguistic habits. 4 


"•The assumptions and the interplay among them raise 
many interesting topics, many of which are beyond the scope 
of this study. However, following are some comments upon 
the first three assumptions. 

The complex relationship between the English language, 
sexism, and English-speaking culture has been discussed in 
many places. Julia Penelope in Speaking Freely (1990) has 
presented an especially thorough discussion of this complex 
relationship. Penelope shows a variety of ways in which the 
English language is sexist and supports sexism. Two of 
these are the passive voice in sentence construction and the 
use of euphemistic or ambiguous terms. 

According to Penelope (1990, pp. 149-166), the passive 
voice is frequently used to hide the agent, the oppressor. 
For example, the sentence "wars are waged" does not say by 
whom —men wage the wars. "Wars are waged" suggests that 
wars are inevitable or merely the result of circumstances 
and that men merely respond as best they can. Or, compare 
the following sentences: (a) "A woman was raped by five 
men." (b) "Five men raped a woman." The first sentence 
subtly suggests that the woman was somehow involved in being 
an active agent in the rape, whereas the second sentence is 
much clearer about who did what to whom. The passive voice 
very often is a subtle way in which the grammar of the En¬ 
glish language supports sexist thought, perception, and 
behavior. 

Penelope (1990, pp. 250-252) also suggests that "in¬ 
cest" is a euphemism and does not convey the true horror of 
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In this study insights from the perspectives of 
Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget are applied to the issues of 
sexist language and inclusive language. The perspective of 
each thinker is used to discuss the stubbornness of sexist 
language, to set out the possibilities for implementing in¬ 
clusive language, and to analyze the paradigmatic story 
presented at the opening of Chapter 1. The three perspec¬ 
tives used in this study demonstrate the importance of lan¬ 
guage in the thought, behavior, and perceptions of humans. 


the situation—the betrayal of trust, the abuse of power, 
and the emotional and physical harm done to the child(ren) 
involved. "Incest" suggests that the sex was mutual and 
voluntary. Neither of the other possible alternatives, 
"father rape" and "daughter rape," are any better since both 
terms are ambiguous. The former suggests that the male par¬ 
ent was the victim; the latter suggests the rapist was some¬ 
one other than a male relative. Penelope states that this 
inability in English to "create a word or a phrase that 
expresses accurately, fully, and explicitly the horror of 
the violence men do to children" indicates an important 
characteristic of English: "the English language is fully 
exposed as collaborating in the protection of men" 

(Penelope, 1990, p. 251). 
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Chapter 3 

Whitehead's Philosophy of Organism and Language 

In this chapter Whitehead's philosophy of language is 
presented, with an application of those views to sexist lan¬ 
guage and inclusive language and to the situation of chil¬ 
dren growing up in a patriarchal society. This chapter is 
organized as follows: (a) a presentation of five notions 
from Whitehead's philosophy of organism; (b) a presentation 
regarding Whitehead's theory of expression; (c) a presenta¬ 
tion of Whitehead's more general views on language; (d) a 
description of language in the philosophy of organism; and 
(e) an application of a Whiteheadian philosophy of language 
to the issue of sexist language in general and to that issue 
in relation to young children in particular. 

Five Whiteheadian Notions 

Following are presentations regarding five concepts im¬ 
portant in Whitehead's philosophy of organism: actual enti¬ 
ties, the ontological principle, the principle of relativi¬ 
ty, the power of the past, and novelty. These notions are 
especially relevant to the later discussions of language. 
Actual Entities 

The philosophy of organism is based upon an event-me¬ 
taphysics, and these basic events are called "actual enti¬ 
ties" or "actual occasions." 
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'Actual entities'—also termed 'actual occa¬ 
sions'—are the final real things of which the 
world is made up. There is no going behind 
actual entities to find anything more real. 

They differ among themselves: God is an ac¬ 
tual entity, and so is the most trivial puff 
of existence in far-off empty space. But, 
though there are gradations of importance, and 
diversity of function, yet in the principles 
which actuality exemplifies all are on the same 
level. The final facts are, all alike, actual 
entities; and these actual entities are drops 
of experience, complex and interdependent. 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 18) 


Actual entities combine in various ways, from quarks to 
whales, from protozoans to redwoods, from electrons to hu¬ 
mans, from dirt to chairs. 

Actual entities are "occasions of experience" contain¬ 
ing both mental and physical feelings. "Every occasion of 
experience is dipolar. It is mental experience integrated 
with physical experience" (Whitehead, 1958, p. 32). Fur¬ 
thermore, these experiences build upon each other. In the 
human being, these experiential integrations sometimes re¬ 
sult in sense-perception and consciousness. Unconscious, 
nonsensuous perception forms the basis for sense-perception 
and consciousness (Whitehead, 1961b, pp. 228-229). Con¬ 
sciousness and sense-perception are derivations. Most ex¬ 
perience is unconscious and primarily physical. "Conscious¬ 
ness is no necessary element in mental experience. The low¬ 
est form of mental experience is blind urge towards a form 
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of experience, that is to say, an urge towards a form for 
realization" (Whitehead, 1958, p. 32). 

The Ontological Principle 

Ontology is the study of being, including such topics 
as the nature of being or reality as such, the kinds of 
beings that exist, the nature of actual being, and the na¬ 
ture of relations. From the perspective of the philosophy 
of organism, every reality refers to, and involves some con¬ 
figuration of, actual entities. Whitehead calls this view 
the ontological principle (Whitehead, 1978, passim). 

According to the ontological principle there 
is nothing which floats into the world from 
nowhere. Everything in the actual world is 
referable to some actual entity. It is ei¬ 
ther transmitted from an actual entity in the 
past, or belongs to the subjective aim of the 
actual entity to whose concresence it belongs. 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 244) 

Whitehead is insistent. "Everything must be somewhere; 
and here 'somewhere' means 'some actual entity'" (Whitehead, 
1978, p. 46). Also, when looking for causes or explana¬ 
tions, one is looking for at least one actual entity and 
more likely some configuration or combination of actual en¬ 
tities; "actual entities are the only reasons " (Whitehead, 
1978, pp. 19 & 24). 

Further, all decision-making, at all levels, involves 
actual entities and "in separation from actual entities 
there is nothing, merely nonentity—'the rest is silence'" 
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(Whitehead, 1978, p. 43). This decision-making involvement 
of actual entities also illustrates the interrelatedness of 
actual entities with each other. "An actual entity arises 
from decisions for it and its very existence provides deci¬ 
sions for other actual entities which supersede it" 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 43). 

According to the philosophy of organism, "everything is 
positively somewhere in actuality and in potency everywhere" 
(Whitehead, 1978 p. 40). In this quotation, "everything is 
positively somewhere in actuality" refers to the ontological 
principle, that is, everything that is. is either one or more 
actual entities or else is present in such; "in potency ev¬ 
erywhere" refers to the principle of relativity. 

The Principle of Relativity 

In Whiteheadian thought, "relativity" refers to the po¬ 
tential of each entity to be involved in the development of 
each subsequent actual entity; that is, "every item of the 
universe, including all the other actual entities, is a con¬ 
stituent in the constitution of any one actual entity" 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 148). This situation is not accidental 
but is inherent in the nature all actual entities. 

Whitehead's principle of relativity gives rise to the 
importance of interrelatedness. In the philosophy of or¬ 
ganism, every part of the universe is in some way, actually 
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or potentially, related to every other part of the universe. 
"The philosophy of organism is mainly devoted to the task of 
making clear the notion of 'being present in another enti¬ 
ty'" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 50). There are no completely iso¬ 
lated individuals, either actually or potentially. 

Connectedness is of the essence of all things 
of all types. ... No fact is merely itself. 

The penetration of literature and art at their 
height arises from our dumb sense that we have 
passed beyond mythology; namely, beyond the myth 
of isolation. (Whitehead, 1966, p. 9) 

Nor is there any mind-body dualism. "The universe, 
thus disclosed, is through and through interdependent. 

The body pollutes the mind, the mind pollutes the body. 
Physical energy sublimates itself into zeal; conversely, 
zeal stimulates the body" (Whitehead, 1971, p. 85). The 
physical, the mental, and the emotional are thoroughly 
interwoven. The physical is "the basis of our emotional and 
purposive experience" (Whitehead, 1966, pp. 114-115), yet 
some element of mental or emotional activity always is in¬ 
volved, however minimal such activity may be. "The phi¬ 
losophy of organism abolishes the detached mind. Mental 
activity is one of the modes of feeling belonging to all 
actual entities in some degree, but only amounting to con¬ 
scious intellectuality in some actual entities" (Whitehead, 
1978, p. 56). 
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Just as past experiences exercise various degrees of 
influence upon the development of human beings, likewise 
past actual entities do not contribute equal portions to 
each subsequent actual entity. In the process of integrat¬ 
ing feelings, some feelings will be omitted. Whitehead ac¬ 
knowledges "degrees of relevance and negligible relevance" 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 50); some feelings are more appropriate 
to a developing actual entity than are other feelings. 

The Power of the Past 

According to the philosophy of organism, the past ex¬ 
ercises much influence on the present, especially through 
its role in the development of both simple and more complex 
individuals. One of the sources of this power of the past 
is in the sameness that occurs between previous events and 
subsequent events; sameness increases influence. 

[A]ny likeness between the successive occasions 
of a historic route procures a corresponding 
identity between their contributions to the datum 
of any subsequent actual entity; and it therefore 
secures a corresponding intensification in the 
imposition of conformity. (Whitehead, 1978, p. 56) 

The power of the past is especially evident in the no¬ 
tion of repetition. "In the organic philosophy the notion 
of repetition is fundamental. The doctrine of objectifica¬ 
tion is an endeavor to express how what is settled in actu¬ 
ality is repeated under limitations, so as to be ’given' for 
immediacy" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 137). Repetition involves 
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patterns of feelings being repeated. Repetition also in¬ 
volves actual entities ignoring novelty, or at least incor¬ 
porating only minimal novelty into themselves. In some 
cases this means that actual entities do not exercise as 
much freedom as they could. With repetition, the power and 
influence of the pattern being repeated builds. With suffi¬ 
cient repetition, the pattern becomes a habit and corres¬ 
pondingly more difficult to alter; intensity builds with 
repetition (Whitehead, 1978, p. 253). The more a habit is 
the result of intense repetition, the more difficult it be¬ 
comes to alter that habit. Consistent patterns of repeti¬ 
tion yield permanence; the appearance of changing events 
yields flux. 

The power of the past is responsible for the stability 
of the present and can be quite controlling. Creatures with 
less freedom, less awareness of freedom, are more likely to 
repeat the patterns of the past. The ongoing repetition of 
previous patterns, can be and often is, such that changing 
those patterns in any significant way is very difficult. 
Novelty 

Amidst the interconnectedness and the power of the past 
mentioned in the preceding subsections, the philosophy of 
organism affirms the possibility of novelty entering into 
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the process. Two of the primary ways by which novelty oc¬ 
curs involve the role of freedom and the lure of the Divine. 
Both of these factors are discussed below. 

While some philosophies suggest that interconnectedness 
automatically results in some form of determinism, White¬ 
headian thought integrates the self-creative role of the in¬ 
dividual within the network of connections that constitute 
reality. As part of the description of "freedom," Whitehead 
means the ability of an individual to contribute something, 
however minimal, to its own creation and to the future cre¬ 
ation and self-creation of other individuals. This self- 
creative aspect is complicated; feelings and relationships 
are integrated in various ways with varying degrees of com¬ 
plexity. There is "a hierarchy of occasions of experience 
which are all of the same kind" differing only in the "de¬ 
gree of self-determination and hence also in their ability 
to make a novel synthesis of the relationships" (Griffin as 
cited in Regan, 1982, p. 17). Despite the power of the 
past, individuals have the ability to change. 

I used to play in the middle of the scrum. They 
used to hack at your shins to make you surrender 
the ball, a compulsory element—but the question 
was How you took it --your own self-creation. 

Freedom lies in summoning up a mentality which 
transforms the situation, as against letting or¬ 
ganic reactions take their course. (Whitehead, 
quoted in William Ernest Hocking, "Whitehead as I 
Knew Him," Journal of Philosophy (14 September 
1961):512, cited in Hendley, 1986, p. 75) 
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"In the middle of the scrum," much occurs that is "com¬ 
pulsory." In the midst of reality much of what is done by 
individuals is forced or necessitated by events outside of 
the immediate control of the individual. The individual re¬ 
sponse, or the "how you took it," is an indication of the 
degree of freedom obtained by the individual involved. Each 
and every individual, from the simplest subatomic events to 
the most complex beings, has some degree of freedom. 

As mentioned in the discussion of "actual entities," 
each entity is composed of mental and physical feelings or 
experiences. The combining of mental and physical feelings 
occurs throughout the various combinations of entities that 
occur, including human beings. Further, feelings and expe¬ 
riences are combined in ways that the individual is able to 
guide. Freedom involves the individual's being able to se¬ 
lect from among the various experiences that are flowing 
into the developing individual. Freedom builds upon the 
mental feelings contained in each actual entity. The more 
complex the individual is, the more potential freedom to 
select from among the mental feelings is available and the 
more variable can be the response to physical experience. 

Incorporating freedom into the system at the earliest 
stages, or in the logical foundations, of the philosophy of 
organism provides at least two positive conditions. The 
first condition is a more consistent philosophical system 
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than those systems in which freedom, especially human free¬ 
dom, is an "add-on" or afterthought of some sort, resulting 
in difficulties for those systems, for example assuming that 
nature strictly follows (Newtonian) laws and then trying to 
explain human freedom. Whitehead explains the dilemma of 
those taking that approach. 

Each molecule blindly runs. The human body is 
a collection of molecules. Therefore, the human 
body blindly runs, and therefore there can be no 
individual responsibility for the actions of the 
body. If you once accept that the molecule is 
definitely determined to be what it is, indepen¬ 
dently of any determination by reason of the 
total organism of the body, and if you further 
admit that the blind run is settled by the gen¬ 
eral mechanical laws, there can be no escape from 
this conclusion. (Whitehead, 1967b, p. 78) 


The second positive condition provided by the incorpo¬ 
ration of freedom into the foundations of the philosophy of 
organism is that it allows, without inconsistency, adequacy 
to the belief, which all humans presuppose in practice, that 
human beings are morally responsible beings. 

In defence of this notion of self-product ion 
arising out of some primary given phase, I would 
remind you that, apart from it, there can be no 
moral responsibility. The potter, and not the 
pot, is responsible for the shape of the pot. 
(Whitehead, 1959, pp. 8-9) 


The Divine plays significant roles in Whitehead's phi¬ 
losophy of organism, and one of those roles is in presenting 
individuals with possibilities. In this role, the Divine 
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"lures" the individual to choose an option deemed by the Di¬ 
vine to enhance the experience of the individual. In pro¬ 
viding these possibilities, the Divine introduces novelty 
into both the life of the individual and the ongoing cosmo¬ 
logical process. "Apart from God, there could be no rele¬ 
vant novelty" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 164). Further, the lur¬ 
ing of creatures by the Divine goes on indefinitely, with 
adjustments made that take into account previous decisions. 
Individuals, perhaps especially human beings, are constantly 
being presented with new possibilities by the Divine. 

God's role . . . lies in the patient operation of 

the overpowering rationality of [God's] conceptual 
harmonization. [God] does not create the world, 

[God] saves it: or, more accurately, [God] is the 
poet of the world, with tender patience leading it 
by [the Divine] vision of truth, beauty, and 
goodness. (Whitehead, 1978, p. 346) 1 

The philosophy of organism balances the power of the 
past, which is the basis of order and permanence, with nov¬ 
elty, as it occurs through individuals' choosing from among 
the possibilities presented in the feelings from the past 
and in the lure of the Divine. 


x In keeping with the theme of this study, in quota¬ 
tions the so-called generics will be replaced with appro¬ 
priately inclusive language. 
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These various aspects can be summed up 
in the statement that experience involves a 
becoming, that becoming means that something 
becomes and that what becomes involves repe¬ 
tition transformed into novel immediacy. 
(Whitehead, 1978, pp. 136-137) 


If there is too much novelty, chaos is close at hand; 
if there is too much order, progress is stifled, eventually 
unto the point of death. Sometimes the swing is towards 
conservation and "order," so that liberation is inhibited; 
sometimes the swing is towards liberation and novelty, so 
that tradition is minimized. "Thus understanding has two 
modes of advance, the gathering of detail within assigned 
pattern, and the discovery of novel pattern with its em¬ 
phasis on novel detail" (Whitehead, 1966, pp. 57-58). 

Expression and Language 

In Chapter 2 of Modes of Thought (1968, pp. 20-41), 
Whitehead offers a ’theory of expression.' All forms of 
expression are part of the complex of events composing this 
cosmic epoch. 

Expression is the diffusion, in the environment, 
of something initially entertained in the expe¬ 
rience of the expressor. No conscious determi¬ 
nation is necessarily involved; only the impulse 
to diffuse. This urge is one of the simplest 
characteristics of animal nature. It is the most 
fundamental evidence of our presupposition of the 
world without. (Whitehead, 1966, p. 21) 


The need for human beings to express themselves has re¬ 
sulted in various types of symbolism, the most apparent of 
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which, from a human perspective, is language, spoken and 
written (Whitehead, 1959, p. 62). 

Symbolism, to be sure, is widespread and not limited 
to language. Symbols come in many forms and tend to be as¬ 
pects of experience that can be easily used to represent 
other aspects of experience. Symbols can be smells, 
images, written words, aesthetic experiences (Whitehead, 
1978, p. 183). Sense-data are another form of symbolism 
(Whitehead, 1959, pp. 2-4). 

While there are many types of symbolism, language is 
of central importance. "Language is the example of symbol¬ 
ism which most naturally presents itself for consideration 
of the uses of symbolism. Its somewhat artificial charac¬ 
ter makes the various constitutive elements in symbolism to 
be the more evident" (Whitehead, 1978, pp. 182). A spoken 
word conveys not only cognitive content or thought. The 
sound of the word and the tone used in saying the word eli¬ 
cit feelings for consideration, and the feelings can easily 
vary from listener to listener. "The mere sound of a word, 
or its shape on paper, is indifferent. The word is a sym¬ 
bol, and its meaning is constituted by the ideas, images, 
and emotions, which it raises in the mind of the hearer" 
(Whitehead, 1959, p. 2). According to Whitehead, words 
serve as symbols for much more than thought. Triggering 
feelings for possible incorporation into experience is a 
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more important function of words: "it is a mistake to think 
of words as primarily the vehicle of thoughts" (Whitehead, 
1978, pp. 182). 

Language, as in words, strings of words, patterns of 
word usage, and the like, is thoroughly entwined in White¬ 
head's theory of expression and is, therefore, integrated 
in the combinations of events that make up the universe. 
Language is "the outstanding example of the way in which 
[humankind] has fabricated its manageable connections with 
the world into a means of expression" (Whitehead, 1966, p. 
31) . 

General Theory of Language 

Language is mentioned frequently in the writings of 
Whitehead. In this section, the following three topics in¬ 
volving language are discussed: (a) difficulties involved 
with language, (b) the subject-predicate form of expres¬ 
sion, and (c) the value of language. 

Difficulties Involved with Language 

Three of the difficulties with language involve going 
beyond daily life, the illusion of precision promoted by 
science, and the fallacy of the perfect dictionary. Lan¬ 
guage has been, and continues to be, useful in dealing with 
daily human life. But when language has to deal with meta¬ 
physical principles, with novel thought, with issues like 
personal identity and other similar mysteries, problems 
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arise (Whitehead, 1961a, pp. 163-164). In dealing with me¬ 
taphysical issues, words have to be stretched beyond their 
ordinary usage (Whitehead, 1978, p. 4). Language focuses 
so much on the ordinary aspects of life that dealing with 
the extraordinary is not easily done. Whitehead suggests 
that the history of ideas is full of "the struggle of novel 
thought with obtuseness of language"; for example, even 
"[Plato] wrestles with the difficulty of making language 
express anything beyond the familiarities of daily life" 
(Whitehead, 1961a, p. 120). 

The common expectation is that language expresses pre¬ 
cisely what humans see, feel, think, and hear. One of the 
main contributors to this expectation is science. ”[T]he 
radically untidy, ill-adjusted character of the fields of 
actual experience" are hidden by language "moulded by 
science, which foists upon us exact concepts as though they 
represented the immediate deliverances of experience" 
(Whitehead, 1967a, p. 106). The breadth, depth, and flow 
of experience tends to be hidden by "the neat, trim, tidy, 
exact world which is the goal of scientific thought" 
(Whitehead, 1961b, p. 22). However, language involves much 
more than the exactness suggested by science. Language in¬ 
volves meaning, both cognitive and emotional, of words, of 
grammatical forms, and of the meanings beyond the words and 
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grammatical forms as occurs in great literature (Whitehead, 
1961a, p. 226). 

This ideal of exactness also has influenced philoso¬ 
phy. The most obvious example of this tendency has been 
the rise and the continuing power of analytic philosophy. 
Further, the view that human beings already have thought 
all the important thoughts and only that which has been 
thought is truly important. 

There is an insistent presupposition continually 
sterilizing philosophic thought. It is the be¬ 
lief, the very natural belief, that [humankind] 
has consciously entertained all the fundamental 
ideas which are applicable to its experience. 
(Whitehead, 1966, p. 173) 


Another effect of the ideal of exactness has been the 

expectation that language serves as a perfect vehicle for 

delivering important thought. 

Further it is held that human language, in 
single words or phrases, explicitly expresses 
these [fundamental] ideas. I will term this 
presupposition, 'The Fallacy of the Perfect 
Dictionary'. (Whitehead, 1966, p. 173) 

To the contrary, Whitehead suggests that "[llanguage 
is thoroughly indeterminate, by reason of the fact that 
every occurrence presupposes some systematic type of envi¬ 
ronment" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 12). That is, each use of 
language is done within a context, and in order to under¬ 
stand completely what is said, one needs to be aware of 
more than merely the superficial aspects of that context. 
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Being aware of the entire context turns out to be a very 
difficult task, especially when one realizes that the con¬ 
text is not stable. The precision of language is bound up 
in a knowledge of the various levels of changing contexts 
within which the language is used. 

The Subject-Predicate Form of Expression 

Whitehead points to subject-predicate language, a form 
of expression prevalent in Indo-European languages such as 
English, as a form of expression that has had enormous in¬ 
fluence on Western thought. Subject-predicate language has 
helped to preserve and perpetuate the notion that there are 
isolated, individual bits of substance to which qualities 
adhere, and this notion has had effects on science and phi¬ 
losophy (Whitehead, 1978, pp. 77-79, 158-159, & 167). In 
fact, according to Whitehead, "[alll modern philosophy 
hinges round the difficulty of describing the world in 
terms of subject and predicate, substance and quality, par¬ 
ticular and universal" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 49). 

Whitehead clearly rejects the subject-predicate form 
of expression as a completely adequate description of re¬ 
ality (Whitehead, 1978, p. xiii). Although often pragmat¬ 
ically useful, the subject-predicate form of expression 
contains the assumption that enduring substances, with 
their essential qualities, are the final real things. This 
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assumption conflicts with Whitehead's view of actual occa¬ 
sions as the final realities. Accordingly, the "subject- 
predicate mode of expression is wrong . . . when taken as a 

statement of fundamental fact instead of the abstraction 
that it is" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 95). When the abstract na¬ 
ture of the subject-predicate form of expression is forgot¬ 
ten, then the fallacy of misplaced concreteness occurs. 

Far too often philosophers have presupposed that language 
usage accurately reflects "the fundamental nature of 
things" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 27). The connections between 
language and reality need to be explored, not assumed. 

Value of Language 

While Whitehead does not hesitate to point out the 
negative aspects of a metaphysically misleading language, 
he also appreciates the contributions language has made to 
the development of humanity. These contributions are mani¬ 
fest in myriad ways. For example, language helps human 
beings to focus on certain patterns, aspects, or components 
in experience and to remember those patterns for future 
use; that is, language assists in the development of cogni¬ 
tive processes—"an articulated memory is the gift of lan¬ 
guage" (Whitehead, 1966, p. 33). Language is viewed as the 
clearest way by which human beings have come to express the 
relationships that they perceive in the world (Whitehead, 
1966, p. 31). Language is crucial in remembering ideas, in 
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developing abstract thinking, and in communication. The 
importance of language in human development is recognized 
by Whitehead. 

[T]he mentality of [humankind] and the language 
of [humankind] created each other. If we like to 
assume the rise of language as a given fact, then 
it is not going too far to say that the souls of 
[human beings] are from unconsciousness into con¬ 
sciousness the gift from language to [humankind]. 

The account of the sixth day should be 
written, 

[God] gave them speech, and they became souls. 
(Whitehead, 1966, pp. 40-41) 


Whitehead recognizes a curious tension in language. 

Language enables progress because language can promote 

freedom of thought, abstracting to future possibilities, 

recalling the past, and imaginative leaps. Yet language 

also serves to hinder progress; language is basically a 

conserving process tending to preserve its tradition. 

The essence of language is that it utilizes those 
elements in experience most easily abstracted for 
conscious entertainment, and most easily repro¬ 
duced in experience. By the long usage of human¬ 
ity, these elements are associated with their 
meanings which embrace a large variety of human 
experience. Each language embalms an historic 
tradition. Each language is the civilization of 
expression in the social systems which use it. 
Language is the systematization of expression. 
(Whitehead, 1966, p. 34) 


Language may "embalm” a tradition, but the embalming 
need not be permanent. Embalming of a tradition tends to 
inhibit the very freedom of thought that language sometimes 
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encourages (Whitehead, 1966, pp. 34-35). However, preserv¬ 
ing the past need not always be a hindrance to progress. 
Preserving the past may be necessary for some types of 
progress. Language can both aid the freedom of individuals 
and coordinate societal members: People who learn the same 
language tend to have similar values and worldviews; such 
commonalty tends to make cooperation easier (Franklin, 

1990, p. 300). However, this preservation can become a 
block to creativity as well as an active force for return¬ 
ing to a past uncritically viewed. Language allows ab¬ 
straction from the concrete, thereby providing potential 
escape from the embalming process, if that path is 
selected. 

Language, thought, and civilization have grown togeth¬ 
er. The ability to abstract, to go beyond the present sit¬ 
uation that language enhances, is an especially important 
factor in the development of both thought and civilization. 

Apart from language, the retention of thought, 
the easy recall of thought, the interweaving of 
thought into higher complexity, the communica¬ 
tion of thought, are all gravely limited. Human 
civilization is an outgrowth of language, and 
language is the product of advancing civiliza¬ 
tion. Freedom of thought is made possible by 
language: we are thereby released from complete 
bondage to the immediacies of mood and circum¬ 
stance. (Whitehead, 1966, p. 35) 
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In addition to contributing to the development of thought 
and civilization, language also reflects the various as¬ 
pects of its culture of origin. 

Language is the incarnation of the mentality of 
the race which fashioned it. Every phrase and 
word embodies some habitual idea of men and wom¬ 
en as they ploughed their fields, tended their 
homes, and built their cities. For this reason 
there are not true synonyms as between words and 
phrases in different languages. (Whitehead, 

1967a, p. 66) 

Language both provides a way by which a culture can be uni¬ 
fied and presents possibilities for a culture to surpass 
itself. "But in an especial manner, language binds a na¬ 
tion together by the common emotions it elicits, and is yet 
the instrument whereby freedom of thought and of individual 
criticism finds its expression" (Whitehead, 1959, p. 68). 

Language-using creatures have survived and, in the 
case of human beings, thrived. And this situation has de¬ 
veloped despite the fact that language rarely if ever can 
be metaphysically exact. As Whitehead suggests, "no lan¬ 
guage can be anything but elliptical, requiring a leap of 
the imagination to understand its meaning in its relevance 
to immediate experience" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 13). Never¬ 
theless, language is accurate enough to assist human beings 
in living everyday lives, in describing reality, and in 
dealing with immediate experience; that is, language has 
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helped human beings to survive. Language is used to high¬ 
light patterns of experience and to help language users 
deal with various patterns of experience that are encoun¬ 
tered. "Yet the usages of language do prove that our ha¬ 
bitual interpretations of these barren sensa are in the 
main satisfying to common sense, though in particular in¬ 
stances liable to error" (Whitehead, 1961b, p. 228). 

Language, when involved in abstracting from reality, 
leads us away from concrete actuality and towards civiliza¬ 
tion, novel experiences, and organizing logical and aes¬ 
thetic experiences (Whitehead, 1966, p. 39). Language con¬ 
tributes both to novelty and to survival: "the essence of 
language [is] that it must abstract from the particular si- 
tuation--and its usefulness lies in ignoring the change of 
perspective as unimportant" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 84). Lan¬ 
guage tends to be so focused on abstracting and on survival 
that language has great difficulty in bringing "into con¬ 
sciousness the presuppositions of language and common-sense 
for which there is no language" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 3). 

Language plays many roles in human life. Language en¬ 
hances communication. Language can promote abstraction. 
Language has enabled the possibility of more freedom to de¬ 
velop. Also, language serves as a method of control, of 
organizing experience (a method that can be carried to ex¬ 
tremes as in modern advertising). Still, as long as 
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thought is more than language can exactly express and as 
long as there is a desire to express thought, then the po¬ 
tential is present for an individual or a society to go 
beyond the immediacy of ordinary life. When the multiple 
roles of language are forgotten, then problems in human 
life more easily can occur. 

A Philosophy of Language 

In this section the roles of language within a philos¬ 
ophy of organism are considered. 2 Within the philosophy of 
organism, language has a profound influence on thought and 
perception, and thereby on behavior. The remainder of this 
section discusses language in relation to the following 
notions: process and the ontological principle, the prin¬ 
ciple of relativity, propositions, perception, the inter¬ 
pretation of reality, and thought. 

Language, Process, and the Ontological Principle 

In the philosophy of organism there are two types of 
process: concrescence and transition (Whitehead, 1978, 

pp. 210-214). "Concrescence" refers to the internal proc¬ 
ess by which the various and sundry data are integrated by 
and within a developing individual; the many become one. 
"Transition" refers to the relationship between actual 

2 In addition to Whitehead's own works, Stephen 
Franklin's book Speaking from the Depths (1990) and Betty 
Jane Olewiler's dissertation, Whitehead's Philosophy of 
Language and the Whorfian Hypothesis (1971), are used for 
the presentations in this section. 
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entities, the influence of one individual on subsequent in¬ 
dividuals (Whitehead, 1978, pp. 210-214). In the process of 
concresence, language is part of the data that can be in¬ 
corporated internally by actual entities. 

The development of an individual is a complicated proc¬ 
ess. An individual receives data from a variety of sour- 
ces--the immediate past, the distant past, and the Divine. 

An individual develops goals and purposes. These goals and 
purposes are partially received from God, partially from the 
past, and partially from its own self-creation; the propor¬ 
tions vary with the complexity of the individual involved. 
The more complex the actual entity is, the greater potential 
the entity has for making greater contributions to its self¬ 
creation. The past data and the criteria for incorporation 
are integrated into the next incarnation of that individual. 

Language is one of the sources of data in this process. 
For language-using individuals, language influences the 
process of incorporation by virtue of being both part of the 
content and part of the criteria by which the data are eval¬ 
uated; "both the pre-linguistic world and the world as 
shaped by language are present in the concrescing entity and 
lie open for inspection" (Franklin, 1990, p. 265). 

Unchallenged, repetitious use of linguistic habits not 
only entrenches those habits more deeply but also limits the 
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pool of alternatives available to individuals in their proc¬ 
ess of self-creation. However, linguistic habits can be 
challenged, and this challenging occurs in two general ways. 
Linguistic habits may be challenged directly, as when one 
person confronts another person regarding some usage of lan¬ 
guage. Linguistic habits may also be challenged indirectly, 
as when personal experience shows how it can feel to be a 
victim and to be treated as a nonperson. Unfortunately, not 
every challenge will be overtly successful, but every chal¬ 
lenge does contribute to possibilities for the development 
of subsequent individuals. Every challenge to linguistic 
habits contributes to the pool of alternatives available to 
individuals in their process of self-creation. 

Language and the Principle of Relativity 

A precondition for experience is the involvement 
with the 'other', that is, with 'communication' 
in its broadest sense. In Whiteheadian terms, an 
actual entity begins its process of concresence by 
incorporating other entities into itself as part 
of its very identity. . . . [T]he very possibili¬ 

ty of language is built on the prior involvement 
with the other. (Franklin, 1990, p. 257) 

According to this Whiteheadian principle of relativity, 
all events are related in some way to all other events, and 
there are wide varieties of ways by which this relatedness 
occurs. Past events contribute to present events, and pres¬ 
ent events form the basis for future events. Insofar as 
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language, thought, perception, and behavior are complex se¬ 
quences of events, these complex sequences of events are mu¬ 
tually influential. The more involved the relationships, 
the more mutual influence there will be; less intimacy tends 
to yield less influence. 

Given the sort of interrelatedness mentioned previous¬ 
ly, all past and current events, including language-events, 
are in some way and to some degree connected with and in¬ 
fluencing every future event, whether these events are in 
the more distant future or the more immediate future. In 
Whiteheadian thought, both in the individual and in the 
species, once language emerges, it feeds back into thought. 
Perception and behavior both precede thought and language, 
chronologically and logically, and feed back into future 
thought and language, and so on. 

Language, therefore, influences thought, perception, 
and behavior. If language that demeans, degrades, or ex¬ 
cludes women is part of the initial data, and if sexist lan¬ 
guage has become part of the goals and criteria that help to 
sort the initial data, then the probability is high that 
sexist language will promote sexist thought, sexist percep¬ 
tion, and sexist behavior. The connections are metaphysical 
and multicausal. 
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Language and Propositions 

In classical Western thought, especially in the ana¬ 
lytic tradition, a proposition is viewed as a purely verbal 
statement with a true or false value. Whitehead proposes a 
more expansive view of propositions, a view in which prop¬ 
ositions are not limited to verbal statements. "A proposi¬ 
tion ... is a datum for feeling, awaiting a subject feel¬ 
ing it" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 259). Whitehead suggests that 
propositions are lures for feeling; that is, propositions 
are potentials that serve as one possible way of going be¬ 
yond the given past and of creating novelty (Olewiler, 1971, 
p. 72). "The proposition is the possibility of that predi¬ 
cate applying in that assigned way to those logical sub¬ 
jects" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 258). A proposition is a mean¬ 
ing, although it also is true that a statement can express 
or evoke an indefinite number of meanings or propositions 
(Griffin as cited in Regan, 1982, p. 18). A verbal state¬ 
ment is one expression, but not the only possible expres¬ 
sion, of a proposition. 

Whitehead rejects the classical view that language can 
adequately express propositions (Whitehead, 1978, p. xiii). 
From a practical perspective, linguistic expression cannot 
adequately deal with the constantly changing circumstances 
which affect the proposition being considered. A perfect 
correspondence between a verbal expression and its referent 
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is highly unlikely. From a metaphysical perspective, ade¬ 
quate expression of a proposition requires complete cosmo¬ 
logical knowledge; because such knowledge is most unlikely, 
perfect understanding of any particular expression of a 
proposition remains impossible. ’’Apart from a complete me¬ 
taphysical understanding of the universe, it is very diffi¬ 
cult to understand any proposition clearly and distinctly" 
(Whitehead, 1958, p. 68). 

Propositions do not appear ex nihilo; "according to the 
ontological principle, every proposition must be somewhere" 
(Whitehead, 1978, p. 147). That somewhere, according to the 
ontological principle, is some actual entity or entities. 
"Every proposition is entertained in the constitution of 
some one actual entity, or severally in the constitution of 
many actual entities" (Whitehead, 1978, p. 147). Proposi¬ 
tions are to be found in the internal processes of individ¬ 
uals. Possibilities that are not found in earthly individ¬ 
uals are to be found in the Divine. 

The primary function of propositions is to provide 
options during the self-development of the actual entity, 
"for feeling at the physical level of unconsciousness" 
(Whitehead, 1966, p. 186). In other words, in the process 
of internal integration by the actual entity there are many 
possibilities from which to choose. Propositions are an 
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important source of possibilities for the individual. Fur¬ 
ther, propositions are of two types, conformal or non-con- 
formal. Conformal propositions result in repetition and 
fact, while non-conformal propositions result in novelty, 
including error (Whitehead, 1978, p. 187). In addition, 
propositions work in all levels of complexity throughout 
this cosmic epoch; they are not limited to human beings. 

"Not just human psyches or animal psyches, but also actuali¬ 
ties at every level, incorporate propositions" (Griffin as 
cited in Regan, 1982, p. 18). 

Propositions are necessary though not sufficient for 
language. For Franklin (1990), "any linguistic act has two 
sides: (A) the specified propositional prehension and (B) 
the language, that is, the sense perception of the squeaks 
or shapes" (Franklin, 1990, p. 258). Both (A) and (B) are 
within the self-development process of the individual. Lin¬ 
guistic statements cannot correspond to reality, yet such 
statements can still be "true insofar as they elicit into 
consciousness propositions that do" (Griffin, 1992, p. 124). 
Language and Perception 

According to the philosophy of organism, there is a 
stream of experience that is unconscious, very concrete, and 
pre-1inguistic. This stream of experience is the vast ma¬ 
jority of experience. The actualities involved in this 
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stream are linked. New actualities develop out of past ac¬ 
tualities, and time passes--concrescence and transition oc¬ 
cur. This stream is reality and, based upon this reality, 
interpretations are made. Some data are incorporated into 
developing actualities, some data are not. The more accu¬ 
rate the interpretations, the better are the chances for 
surviving and thriving; the less accurate the interpreta¬ 
tions, the worse are the chances for surviving and thriving. 

There are two general types of perception according to 
the philosophy of organism: nonsensuous and sensuous. The 
former occurs constantly, necessarily, and usually uncon¬ 
sciously. The latter is commonly called sense-perception. 
The latter is based upon the former. Basic to Whitehead's 
philosophy of organism and his views on expression and lan¬ 
guage is the view that consciousness, thought, and language 
presuppose experience (Olewiler, 1971, p. 92). The type of 
experience presupposed is unconscious and nonsensuous. Hu¬ 
man beings experience much more than they know; they know 
much more than they remember; and they consciously remember 
much more than they can say, as has been demonstrated in the 
relationship between hypnotism and memory. 

Language serves as a way to highlight certain patterns 
that occur within the flow of experience. Permanent factors 
tend to be in the background of consciousness; variable fac¬ 
tors are the attention getters. Over the centuries, the 
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evolution of language has resulted in the focusing of lan¬ 
guage upon "the accidental aspect of accidental factors" 
(Whitehead, 1961b, p. 204). Language does not easily high¬ 
light background phenomena. "[Tlhat which is metaphysically 
important remains in the background of thought and language, 
just because it is so important. What is important for con¬ 
scious observation is the variable" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 22). 

Language, once developed, feeds back into the experien¬ 
tial flow contributing to the emergence of actual entities, 
but language is one factor among many and is of variable im¬ 
portance depending upon the individual involved. Yet there 
remains some experience not very much influenced by lan¬ 
guage. For example, the odds are greatly against a naked 
mole rat, never having been directly involved with any lan¬ 
guage-using creature, to be very much affected by language. 
Nevertheless, language can, and often does strongly influ¬ 
ence human perceptions. Franklin suggests that language 
possesses the ability to influence human perception greatly, 
sometimes to the point of controlling the makeup of the 
perceptions (Franklin, 1990, p. 295). 

Language and the Interpretation of Reality 

Interpretations of reality are based upon an abundant 
flow of data--entities, experiences, feelings--all of which 
are considered, consciously or unconsciously. Reality is 
far more than any finite individual can comprehend, and out 
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of this welter of experience, an actual entity constructs a 
"work-a-day world," the world on which the entity focuses 
and in which the entity lives and experiences (Franklin, 
1990, p. 297). Within the flow of reality, then, there are 
numerous possible work-a-day worlds or subrealities which 
can emerge (Franklin, 1990, p. 297). 

Language influences the development of work-a-day 
worlds in human beings, yet the abundance of data comprising 
reality is not exhausted. "[While] language may shape and 
create the work-a-day world, it does not thereby eliminate 
Reality. Even though we are linguistic beings, we still 
have access to Reality in its pre-linguistic dimensions" 
(Franklin, 1990, p. 298). So, while human interpretations 
of reality are influenced by language, the abundance of data 
that comprises reality remains. "Whitehead's view [is] that 
experience is partially but not wholly structured by lan¬ 
guage because we have prelinguistic experience of reality 
that is not eliminated in the self-construction of a moment 
of experience" (Griffin, 1992, p. 124). Eventually language 
becomes part of the abundance of data from which work-a-day 
worlds are constructed. 

For human beings, selecting a specific work-a-day world 
often is shaped by language since a work-a-day world arises 
out of prehensions involving propositions, and "the function 
of language is to elicit such propositional prehensions" 
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(Franklin, 1990, p. 297). In the individual human being, a 
work-a-day world eventually reaches consciousness (Franklin, 
1990, p. 297). Language serves as one guide in the con¬ 
struction of a language user's work-a-day world. According 
to Franklin (1990, p. 358), "there is an infinity of data at 
the first stage of each new entity which is simplified as 
the concresence progresses, and . . . language is one of the 

factors guiding that entire development." 

Language shapes and elicits propositional prehensions, 
of which sense perceptions are one type. Language shapes 
our sense perceptions in proportion as it shapes our propo¬ 
sitional prehensions. 

[Wlhen language guides the creation of a partic¬ 
ular work-a-day world out of the Reality to be 
found at the first stage of concresence, it is 
guiding the creation of content of that work-a-day 
world and is not merely providing a description of 
that work-a-day world. (Franklin, 1990, p. 297) 

Language and Thought 

While realizing the importance of language as a means 
of expressing thought and in the development of thought, 
Whitehead rejects the contention that language and thought 
are identical with each other (Whitehead, 1966, p. 34). He 
suggests two reasons for opposing the equivalence of thought 
with language. First, if the equivalence of thought and 
language were true, then translating from one language to 
another and providing alternative versions of sentences 
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within the same language would be impossible. "[I]f the 
sentence is the thought, then another sentence is another 
thought. It is true that no translation is perfect. But 
how can the success of imperfection be achieved when not a 
word, or a syllable, or an order of succession is the same?" 
(Whitehead, 1966, pp. 34-35). Human experience in the 
United Nations indicates that some communication and under¬ 
standing do occur. Accordingly, the equivalence of language 
with thought is not supported. 

Second, Whitehead also points to the struggle of some 
human beings to express their ideas as evidence against the 
contention that "words and their order together constitute 
our ideas" (Whitehead, 1966, p. 35). If this contention 
were true, then there should not be any struggle involved in 
expressing our thoughts. Our human experience, perhaps most 
clearly seen in poets, indicates otherwise. 

While language and thought are not equivalent, they do 
influence each other. For Whitehead, thought is possible 
without language, though not possible without some form of 
expression, in the form of some other type of symbolism or 
in behavior. "The notion of pure thought in abstraction 
from all expression is a figment of the learned world" 
(Whitehead, 1966, p.36). Thought and language have shaped 
each other (Olewiler, 1971, p. 96). All of this is to sug¬ 
gest that while language is neither identical with thought 
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nor completely adequate in representing thought, language 
and thought have influenced each other in important ways. 
Concluding Remarks 

Language shapes the way we perceive and interpret re¬ 
ality. Further, language also is a part of the content 
being perceived and interpreted. "Language is a part of the 
world. It is internal to the world. And it is one of the 
means whereby the world is presented to and introduced into 
the identity of the person using the language" (Franklin, 
1990, p. 255). Language, in other words, contributes to the 
shaping as well as to the content of human thought, percep¬ 
tion, and behavior. 

Application to Sexist Language Issues 

As indicated in the preceding discussion, language is 
thoroughly bound up with the metaphysical process. Also, 
language is both a product of and a contributor to the meta¬ 
physical process. In this section the results of the pre¬ 
ceding section are applied both to the issue of sexism in 
language and to the situation of children growing up in a 
patriarchal society. In both applications the stubbornness 
of sexist language and the possibility of transformation to 
inclusive language are considered. 

Language both contributes to and serves as an indicator 
of the world in which human beings live. Language conjures 
images, evokes emotions, integrates thoughts, expresses 
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feelings, and more, though the influence and variety of 
functions differs from individual to individual. Language 
occurs within and contributes to a context. In a Whitehea¬ 
dian metaphysics, the context is in flux. The flux is not 
always obvious, for example, when the same, or very similar, 
patterns of events are repeated. Additionally, the context 
can change in ways that may be viewed as progressive or re¬ 
actionary, regressive or evolutionary. Some kinds of change 
are more complex than primarily physical change, or mere 
repetition. 

Stubbornness 

Language is one strand in the initial data that an in¬ 
dividual considers; accordingly, sexist language usages 
would be part of the linguistic strand in the initial data. 
The more sexist language data, the more likely is the use of 
sexist language and other sexist actions. In the process of 
integrating data, selection occurs. Some data (feelings) 
are admitted; some data are omitted. The selection process 
is in part guided by language. If deeply rooted linguistic 
habits are sexist and these habits are fed by varieties of 
sexist data from the past (both the distant past and the 
near past), then the odds of continuing sexist language in¬ 
terpretation and usage increase. Sexist perceptions at all 
levels will contribute to sexist language. 
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By force of repetition, sexist language promotes sexist 
thought, perception, and behavior. Repetition involves hab¬ 
its; the more repetition that occurs, the more ingrained the 
habit becomes; hence, the more sexist language is used, the 
more difficult will it be to alter the habit of using sexist 
language. Propositions, that is, possibilities, are ex¬ 
pressed through language; also, propositions are presented 
at an unconscious level. If most propositions, conscious or 
unconscious, are sexist, the likelihood is increased that 
the language, thought, perception, and behavior related to 
these propositional feelings will be sexist. 

Language contributes to both the standards of evalua¬ 
tion and the content being evaluated by those standards. 
Therefore, sexist language contributes in two general ways 
to sexist perception, thought, and behavior: (a) by being 
part of the initial data and (b) by being part of the guid¬ 
ing criteria by which data are selected for incorporation by 
the self-creating entity. The more sexist language is in¬ 
cluded in the various aspects of the process, the more dif¬ 
ficult the sexist language will be to remove. Sexist lan¬ 
guage from daily conversation, advertising, television, and 
other sources is part of the initial data, as are nonsexist, 
inclusive language, images, and other events. In Anglo- 
American culture the quantity of sexist events, past and 
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present, still far outweighs the quantity of nonsexist 
events. The power of the past is strong, and sexist lan¬ 
guage is still very much part of the repeating past. 

As long as the proportion of sexism, including sexist 
language, to nonsexism in the data remains heavily in favor 
of sexism, then the likelihood is very strong that sexism 
will remain entrenched. Repetition enhances the power of 
the past. For example, in the contemporary United States, 
television remains overwhelmingly sexist and the amount of 
time spent watching television by children exceeds all other 
sources (perhaps more time watching television than partici¬ 
pation in school, homework, and church combined). Accord¬ 
ingly, the odds will favor the continued use of sexist lan¬ 
guage. If television were to become more inclusive, then 
the probability of inclusive language gaining acceptance 
would increase. Sexist language is stubborn and very much a 
matter of deep-seated individual habits, reinforced by the 
dominance of sexist language in the initial data from the 
past. 

Transformation 

A basis for transformation from sexist language to in¬ 
clusive language can be found within a philosophy of organ¬ 
ism. Due to the realities of freedom, creativity, and 
self-determination, language is flexible. Language-using 
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creatures can alter their linguistic usage. Inclusive prop¬ 
ositions can be selected. New patterns of repetition can be 
developed resulting in inclusive linguistic habits beginning 
to take root. Inclusive propositions can be presented and 
selected at an unconscious level. 

Inclusive elements, including inclusive language, are 
present in the initial data, even if the quantity of these 
elements pales in comparison with the sexist elements. 

Still, those traces of inclusivity remain available for se¬ 
lection by the individual. Since human beings are capable 
of making choices that contribute to their own self-crea¬ 
tion, it is possible for a person to choose to use inclusive 
language and to begin developing inclusive linguistic hab¬ 
its. But such a choice, conscious or unconscious, is not 
easily made; the past weighs heavily on the present. The 
development of a "critical consciousness" can begin by means 
of continuing attempts, which can become more successful 
over time, to select inclusive language. Self-determination 
presents an ongoing opportunity for reducing sexist language 
and increasing inclusive language usage. 

Whitehead's theory of expression and philosophy of lan¬ 
guage are part and parcel of Whitehead's metaphysics. Given 
the connectedness of each sequence of events with each other 
sequence of events, then what occurs in language influences 
thought, perception, and behavior in some way. The reverses 
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are all equally true as well. For example, behavior affects 
thought, language, and perception. The military focuses on 
changing behavior, thereby affecting the thought, language, 
and perception of its personnel. Sexist language helps pro¬ 
duce and reinforce sexist perceptions, sexist thought, and 
sexist behavior. If inclusive language were used in homes, 
schools, and churches, then the process would include much 
more inclusive-language data. Such an increase of inclusive 
language in the initial data would then influence the selec¬ 
tion process itself. Even a little inclusive language helps 
some--as a proposition, a lure for feeling, a potential. 

Any instances of inclusive language in the process provide 
possibilities for the use of inclusive language in an indiv¬ 
idual's daily life. The more inclusive linguistic events 
that occur, the greater the likelihood of actualizing inclu¬ 
sive language by the individual in an environment, or at 
least the greater the likelihood of attempting inclusive 
language in one instance, and maybe in a second. 

Reducing sexist data and changing sexist linguistic 
habits will require a focus of attention, of consciousness 
aimed both at changing the initial data and the environment, 
and at encouraging, luring, persuading the young child to 
use inclusive language by means of role-modeling, conversa¬ 
tion, and other techniques not themselves sexist in nature. 
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The Storv 

Habits begin to develop early. Unconsciously the girls 
and boys to whom Joanmarie Smith refers in the narrative ex¬ 
ample used at the beginning of this study have developed 
patterns of linguistic usage and interpretations of reality 
that are sexist. The girls, when imagining themselves to be 
boys, chose careers that males tend to have--careers that 
are stereotypically considered to be "high prestige" ca¬ 
reers, such as the law or medicine. Most of the boys either 
could not imagine being a girl or would rather be "nothing" 
or "dead" than be a girl. The power of the past—parents, 
schools, churches, and more—has provided sexist data 
through which reality is viewed. 

Children can be influenced in more inclusive direc¬ 
tions. In order to influence children in a more inclusive 
manner, or at least to have a chance at such altering, the 
initial data and the criteria need to be changed. Altering 
initial data and criteria can be done consciously as well as 
unconsciously. Attention needs to be directed towards de¬ 
creasing the quantity of sexist data and increasing the 
quantity of inclusive data. Further, the sexist data of the 
past--data that continue to be available to self-creating 
individuals--need to be brought to consciousness in order to 
be critiqued and dealt with properly. 
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The past, with all of its sexist data, is part of each 
integration of feelings by human beings; so also are in¬ 
stances of inclusive events. The degree of relevance of the 
data depends upon many factors, but the power of the past, 
of repetition, is difficult to alter. Given that all events 
are part of the system and influence the process, the higher 
the frequency of sexist events (including sexist language 
events), the higher the probability that a child will devel¬ 
op sexist language, attitudes, and behavior. However, posi¬ 
tive experiences are never completely obliterated, though 
they can be deeply buried or swamped by negative experi¬ 
ences. Inclusive-language experiences may be a small stream 
in the flux of language experiences, but inclusive-language 
experiences can be utilized at any point in this process. 
Propositions, whether sexist or inclusive or neutral, are 
metaphysically available at all times, though some are more 
easily attainable at certain times than at others. 

Repetition--that is, the power of the past--promotes 
sexist language and is one of the supports of patriarchy. 
Flowing alongside the sexist data from the past is a stream, 
perhaps only a trickle, of nonsexist or inclusive data that 
is more or less accessible. Those who are able to take from 
this stream are able to begin building new patterns of repe¬ 
tition, new linguistic habits. The children in the paradig¬ 
matic story have been raised in the milieu of the sexist 
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past; their future access to inclusive language is unknown, 
but their access can be improved. Further, children in the 
present and the future can be presented with more inclusive 
language, thought, perception, and behavior. 
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Chapter 4 

Whorf's Principle of Linguistic Relativity 

Benjamin Lee Whorf was born, raised, educated, and 

worked in the capitalist, comfortable milieu of Boston and 

Cambridge (Massachusetts) in the early 20th century. Whorf 

graduated from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and 

then had a very successful career as a fire safety inspector 

for the Hartford Insurance Company. His inquiring mind did 

not let him rest and led Whorf to the study of Amerindian 

languages, especially Hopi. In the early 20th century, 

Whorf, who had become a noted amateur linguist, proposed 

what he called a "new principle of (linguistic) relativity." 

We are thus introduced to a new principle of 
relativity, which holds that all observors are 
not led by the same physical evidence to the 
same picture of the universe, unless their lin¬ 
guistic backgrounds are similar, or can in some 
way be calibrated. (Whorf, 1956, p. 214) 

Between then and now, Whorf's proposal has generated 
much heat, if not much light. On the one hand, Whorf's 
critics call Whorf's defenders "mystics, romantics, anecdot- 
alists" (Fishman, 1982, p. 3). On the other hand, defenders 
of Whorf tend to accuse Whorf's critics of vulgarization, 
oversimplification, reductionism, and distortion, and of not 
having really read Whorf (Fishman, 1982, p. 3). 

The purposes of this chapter are two: (a) to discuss 
and clarify Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity and 
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(b) to apply this interpretation of the principle of lin¬ 
guistic relativity to the issue of sexist language and to 
the situation of children growing up with gender biases. 
Towards fulfilling these twin purposes this chapter is or¬ 
ganized as follows: (a) a presentation of Whorf’s principle 
of linguistic relativity, (b) a brief discussion of the main 
difficulties involved in dealing with Whorf, and (c) appli¬ 
cations of Whorfian thought to sexist language issues. 

Linguistic Relativity 

Whorf believes that language has a profound effect upon 
thought, perception, and behavior. The influence of lan¬ 
guage is inversely proportional to a person’s or group's 
awareness of the power of language. The following discus¬ 
sion of linguistic relativity relates Whorf's views on lan¬ 
guage to the following topics: (a) background phenomena, 

(b) meaning, (c) thought, (d) perception and worldview, 

(e) behavior, (f) freedom and control, and (g) critical 
consciousness. 

Language and Background Phenomena 

The fact that we talk almost effortlessly, unaware 
of the exceedingly complex mechanism we are using, 
creates an illusion. We think we know how it is 
done, that there is no mystery; we know all the 
answers. (Whorf, 1956, pp. 250-251) 

Whorf suggests that language is an example of back¬ 
ground phenomena. Background phenomena are those aspects of 
life that are taken for granted and usually unconscious, at 
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least until they are explicitly called into the foreground 
in some manner. Background phenomena are so common that 
they apparently are irrelevant to daily life, until some 
disruption occurs that focuses attention on their importance 
(Whorf, 1956, pp. 209-210). Background phenomena, sometimes 
referred to as common sense, are multifaceted and include 
cultural, scientific, and personal factors; further, common 
sense tends to be unaware that the use of language involves 
a system of cultural factors (Whorf, 1956, p. 67). Specifi¬ 
cally, with respect to language, each language seems simple 
enough to its native speakers because the native speakers 
are unaware of the organization of their language (Whorf, 
1956, p. 82). However, as learning another language proves, 
the simplicity assumed by a native speaker often is not the 
case for a nonnative speaker learning that language. 

As part of his presentation about language as back¬ 
ground phenomenon, Whorf discusses natural logic (Whorf, 
1956, pp. 207-211). Natural logic makes two assumptions 
that Whorf believes need to be questioned. The first as¬ 
sumption is that persons who have been fluent in their na¬ 
tive language since infancy are to be considered experts on 
that language, its grammar, and other relevant matters 
(Whorf, 1956, p. 207-208). The other assumption is that 
different languages are parallel methods for expressing the 
same thought, that languages involve superficial differences 
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covering the same or very similar thought processes (Whorf, 
1956, p. 207-208). According to Whorf, neither assumption 
is supported by the evidence. 

Whorf points out that the background nature of language 
tends to place language beyond the conscious awareness and 
power of speakers and that speakers tend to assume the uni¬ 
versality of their own language traits, imposing such traits 
on other languages instead of understanding the other lan¬ 
guages in their own environments (Whorf, 1956, p. 211). 

Whorf also suggests that agreement on some subject matter, 
as in the negotiation of a trade treaty between nations, is 
not the equivalent of knowledge of the various linguistic 
processes involved in reaching that agreement (Whorf, 1956, 
p. 211). The background nature of language tends to mask 
these assumptions and problems; focusing on language allows 
these assumptions and problems to be noticed. 

Language and Meaning 

For Whorf, language and meaning are closely related. 
"Meaning will be found intimately connected with the lin¬ 
guistic: its principle is symbolism, but language is the 
great symbolism from which other symbolisms take their cue" 
(Whorf, 1956, p. 42). And within the realm of the linguis¬ 
tic, meaning (or sense) results much more from the patterns 
of relations between words and morphemes than from the words 
and morphemes themselves (Whorf, 1956, p. 67). Whorf points 
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to music and children's use of language as examples of the 
importance of patterns in the development of meaning (Whorf, 
1956, p. 261). He also makes it clear that words in and by 
themselves are not speech, that speech involves patterns of 
words and rhythms, and that patterns are more important than 
individual words (Whorf, 1956, p. 253). According to Whorf, 
only a few individuals (primarily mathematicians and scien¬ 
tific linguists) have experienced "in one fugitive flash, a 
whole system of relationships never before suspected of for¬ 
ming a unity" and the resulting "flood of aesthetic delight" 
(Whorf, 1956, p. 254). 

The patterns of meaning need not be consistent across 
languages. In English, for example, the patterns focus on 
subjects and predicates, substance and attributes. Other 
patterns are possible and do occur. For example, Whorf 
notes that Amerindian languages demonstrate coherent lan¬ 
guage structures in which subjects and predicates are not to 
be found (Whorf, 1956, p. 242). 

Language and Thought 

While Whorf believes that language has great influence 
on thought, he does not believe either that language is 
equivalent to thought or that thought is possible without 
language. Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity sug¬ 
gests that each language analyzes reality in its own way. 

Two viewers of the same events may give interpretations of 
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those events. If those viewers are speakers of the same 
language, they can compare notes and probably understand 
most of what the other says. However, if the viewers are 
speakers of different languages, then there is some 
possibility of communication if their different languages 
are able to be correlated in some fashion (Whorf, 1956, 
212-215 & 250-253). Now, if thought and language were 
strictly identical; that is, if each thought were perfectly 
represented by one and only one piece of language and could 
only be so represented by that one piece of language, then 
the possibility of any calibration would be nil. Since 
Whorf indicates that some calibration is possible, as his 
own experiences with Amerindian languages demonstrates, 
language and thought, in his view, are not equivalent to 
each other. 

Whorf also suggests, after all of his studies in lin¬ 
guistics, that language is not the only way the individual 
has of expressing thought. 

My own studies suggest to me, that language, 
for all its kingly role, is in some sense a 
superficial embroidery upon deeper processes of 
consciousness, which are necessary before any 
communication . . . and which also can, at a 
pitch, effect communication without language's 
and without symbolism's aid. (Whorf, 1956, p. 239) 

However, Whorf is fully aware of the importance of lan¬ 
guage in the development and expression of thought. Whorf 
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believes, for example, that the progress of science, espe¬ 
cially since 1890, involves more than different modes of 
thought. The progress of science, perhaps more importantly, 
involves fresh ways of talking about the data (Whorf, 1956, 
p. 220). Whorf says, "the study of language . . . shows 

that the forms of a person's thoughts are controlled by the 
inexorable laws of pattern of which [that person] is uncon¬ 
scious" (Whorf, 1956, p. 252). And perhaps the most impor¬ 
tant influence of language on thought is demonstrated in the 


effects that language has upon human perception. 

Language. Perception, and Worldview 

According to Whorf, one's language is an essential com¬ 
ponent not only in the expression of one's worldview but 
also in the very fabric of that worldview. "We dissect na¬ 
ture along the lines laid down by our native languages" 
(Whorf, 1956, p. 213). Language provides the primary way of 
organizing experience; on this point Whorf is most emphatic. 

[Llanguage first of all is a classification 
and arrangement of the stream of sensory experi¬ 
ence which results in a certain world-order, a 
certain segment of the world that is easily ex¬ 
pressible by the type of symbolic means that 
language employs. (Whorf, 1956, p. 55) 

We cut nature up, organize it into concepts, and 
ascribe significances as we do, largely because 
we are parties to an agreement to organize it in 
this way—an agreement that holds throughout our 
speech community and is codified in the patterns 
of our language. The agreement is, of course, an 
implicit and unstated one, BUT ITS TERMS ARE 
ABSOLUTELY OBLIGATORY. (Whorf, 1956, pp. 213-214) 
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This perception and worldview development occurs at 

both individual and collective levels. For example, on the 

individual level, there is the episode of the "Coon cats" 

(Whorf, 1956, pp. 261-262). Apparently Persian cats of a 

certain type were, in parts of New England, known as "Coon 

cats." One of the results of the application of the label 

"Coon cats" was the emergence of the opinion that these cats 

were the result of interbreeding between raccoons and cats. 

People who believed this theory pointed out how much their 

"Coon cats" resembled raccoons. Biologists were consulted, 

gave their views on the impossibility of interbreeding, and 

were not believed. And while those who believe in "coon 

cats" may be more naive than those who accept the authority 

of the biologists, nevertheless both groups of individuals 

have something in common. As Whorf says: 

In more subtle matters we all, unknowingly, 
project the linguistic relationships of a par¬ 
ticular language upon the universe, and SEE 
them there, as the good lady SAW a linguistic 
relation (coon = raccoon) made visible in her 
cat. . . . But without the projection of lan¬ 

guage no one ever saw a single wave. We see a 
surface in everchanging undulating motions. 

(Whorf, 1956, p. 262) 

Not only are ordinary people affected in this way by 
language, but also are professionals: " t S ] dentists as well 
as ladies with cats all unknowingly project the linguistic 
patterns of a particular type of language upon the universe" 
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(Whorf, 1956/ p. 263). For example, Whorf points to the in¬ 
fluence of language on the development of Western physics, 
especially in the notions of substance and attributes, of 
subjects and predicates, and of absolute space and absolute 
time. The Newtonian worldview has yielded vast amounts of 
useful data and has been a key factor in the development of 
human society, especially Occidental culture. However, as 
Whorf notes: "Newtonian space, time and matter are no intu¬ 
itions. They are recepts from culture and language. That 
is where Newton got them" (Whorf, 1956, p. 153). 

Whorf was aware of the developments in physics that the 
subject-predicate form of language does not accurately de¬ 
scribe. Such descriptions apparently can be done more ap¬ 
propriately in the symbols of mathematics. Whorf, a lin¬ 
guist, suggested another way of expressing the new discover¬ 
ies in physics — in the language of the Hopi. This language 
emphasizes subjectivity, vibration, relationships, and mo¬ 
tion as opposed to objective atoms moving in absolute space 
and time (Whorf, 1956, pp. 55 & 78-85). "For, as goes our 
segmentation of the face of nature, so goes our physics of 
the Cosmos" (Whorf, 1956, p. 241). Habitual thought in¬ 
volves patterns of words as well as the give and take be¬ 
tween the language and the culture involved. According to 
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Whorf, Standard Average European languages (including En¬ 
glish), things, bodies, substance and matter have priority; 
in Hopi, events have priority (Whorf, 1956, p. 147). 

Language and Behavior 

Whorf provides illustrations of the connection between 
language and behavior from his fire-safety experience 
(Whorf, 1956, pp. 135-137). For example, individuals smoked 
cigarettes around "empty" gasoline drums--the word "empty" 
having more power than the fact that the fumes remain in 
empty gasoline drums, even though gasoline fumes are more 
flammable than gasoline itself (Whorf, 1956, p. 135). In 
another situation, "spun limestone" was used as an insula¬ 
tion in a wood distillation process. This insulation was 
not protected from either excessive heat or from contact 
with the flame. However, the fumes from the distillation 
process chemically interacted with the limestone resulting 
in acetone, a flammable substance. When a fire did occur, 
the limestone burned. Whorf suggests that limestone, ending 
as it does with the word stone, encouraged actions on the 
part of the workers that allowed unsafe conditions to devel¬ 
op. After all, since stones are not flammable, limestone 
should not be flammable (Whorf, 1956, pp. 135-136). 

Whorf also discusses the connection between the behav¬ 
ior of the Hopi and their language. The Hopi language is 
oriented towards events that are to come. Much of the daily 
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life of the Hopi people is spent preparing for these future 
events (Whorf, 1956, pp. 148-152). In a manner quite simi¬ 
lar to the fire-safety examples mentioned above, Whorf be¬ 
lieves Hopi behavior is strongly influenced by their lan¬ 
guage (Whorf, 1956, p. 148). This attention to the effect 
of language on behavior is one of Whorf's most important 
contributions. "Whorf was primarily responsible for bring¬ 
ing this issue to our attention. He argued strongly that 
radical differences in linguistic structure led to radical 
differences in thinking, and hence to corresponding differ¬ 
ences in behavior” (Lakoff, 1987, p. 329). 

Language. Freedom, and Control 

Whorf suggests that language, being a complex and mas¬ 
sive system, can adapt to that which is new only at a slow 
pace (Whorf, 1956, p. 156). Language can be affected by in¬ 
novations, but the effects tend to be small and take a long 
time to become widespread and effective. Being slow to 
change, language "limits free plasticity and rigidities 
channels of development" (Whorf, 1956, p. 156). 

Indications of the more creative side of language also 
can be found in Whorfian writings. For example, children 
are constantly repatterning their "language," though adults 
do not allow this behavior to continue unchecked and force 
the children back into the dominant language of the house¬ 
hold, and the society if the two languages are different 
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(Whorf, 1956, p. 261). Even scientific progress, Whorf sug¬ 
gests, has been partially the result of the use of language 
upon experience and evidence, thus indicating that language 
is not totally inhibiting (Whorf, 1956, pp. 220-221). Simi¬ 
larly, the development of poetry and of "teen music" can be 
cited as use of language which regularly pushes on the lin¬ 
guistic system. 

Language can be used in novel and helpful ways as well 
as in controlling and stifling ways. On the one hand, 
teachers need to be aware of these ways in which language 
can be used in order to be able to model the type of lan¬ 
guage they wish students to learn. On the other hand, stu¬ 
dents, especially young children, could be encouraged in 
their creative uses of language, perhaps to write poetry or 
to develop secret codes and then to compare these uses with 
the more traditional uses. Teachers can help students to 
pay close attention to their developing linguistic usage in 
order to strive for a balance between order and novelty. 

Language need net be limited by the patterns of words 
involved; for Whorf, meaning exceeds any particular expres¬ 
sion of language due to the "connection of ideas" among 
words (Whorf, 1956, pp. 35-36). Likewise, Whorf's model of 
the Scientific Linguist (Whorf himself) provides an example 
of a person being able to get out of the worldview promoted 
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by that person's native tongue; in the study of a truly for¬ 
eign language, "we are at long last pushed willy-nilly out 
of our ruts" (Whorf, 1956, p. 244). Whorf's fire-safety in¬ 
spection experience also provides a model of paying close 
attention to one's native language and overcoming the strong 
suggestions made by that language. While language provides 
limitations, these limitations can be overcome. 

Language and Critical Consciousness 

Whorf is trying to persuade his readers to allow 
themselves to develop a hybrid consciousness, a 
multilingual consciousness, in order that they may 
learn, that they may see more than they have been 
able to see until now. And he is not asking them 
to renounce everything they have known up until 
now, except in parody. He respects science and 
religion and does not want to destroy either. 

(Schultz, 1990, p. 147) 

Developing a critical consciousness involves a number 
of interacting factors. A critical consciousness involves 
becoming aware of the power of language, especially the pow¬ 
er that one's native language asserts over both the individ¬ 
ual, as in the fire-casebook examples, and the society 
(Whorf, 1956, pp. 135-137 & 244). Developing a critical 
consciousness involves becoming aware of one's linguistic 
habits and subjecting those habits to ongoing scrutiny. De¬ 
veloping critical consciousness promotes humility towards 
languages other than one's own and encourages cross-cultural 
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and cross-linguistic studies, both of which in turn contrib¬ 
ute to one's own intellectual and spiritual growth (Whorf, 
1956, pp. 216-219; Rollins, 1980, pp. 70-76). 

Humpty Dumpty, in talking with Alice, says that either 
you "master” words or they will "master" you (Carroll, 1992, 
pp. 295-299). Humpty chose to be in control of the language 
he used and thereby to use words as he wanted rather than 
being controlled by the language. Humpty Dumpty's arbitrary 
use of words would not be endorsed by Whorf, but Humpty 
Dumpty's other point would be supported by Whorf: Those who 
are unaware of the power of words are more easily controlled 
by words. That is, the more unconscious a person's linguis¬ 
tic habits are, the more control those habits are likely to 
assert over the person—to strongly influence how that per¬ 
son perceives the world, thinks about the world, and behaves 
in the world. A person who accepts a language in an uncrit¬ 
ical manner and develops linguistic habits unthinkingly is 
much more likely to be at the mercy of that language. Con¬ 
versely, an intentional, aware critical user of the same 
language will have more freedom with respect to thought, 
perception, and behavior. 

Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity involves two 
notions. One notion is that a person's native language will 
exercise a controlling influence over that person's thought, 
perception, and behavior in proportion to the unconscious 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



101 


acceptance of, the habitual use of, and the lack of critical 
consciousness towards that language. The other notion is 
that no one language or culture has the complete objective 
Truth. Both persons and societies need to be aware of the 
different ways in which language controls and influences, as 
well as the ways in which language provides opportunities 
for liberation. Both persons and societies need to be aware 
of the ways in which diverse languages and cultures view 
reality. The development of a critical consciousness is 
necessary if linguistic control is to be challenged. 

Difficulties in Dealing with Whorf 
Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity has been 
subject to many critiques since its advent. In this section 
some of the main problems that occur in dealing with Whorf's 
principle of linguistic relativity are discussed under the 
following topics: (a) interpretations of Whorfian thought, 
(b) linguistic relativity as linguistic determinism, (c) 
challenging dogmatism, and (4) Whorf's own dilemma. 1 


1 One difficulty in dealing with "linguistic relativity" 
is deciding who is to receive the credit or the blame for 
developing the concept. One view is that Whorf alone is 
responsible for the principle of linguistic relativity 
(Rollins, 1980, p. 65). More frequently, the influence of 
Edward Sapir, a teacher and a colleague of Whorf, is ac¬ 
knowledged in the common label for linguistic relativity, 
the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis. 

Some scholars have suggested that the views that Whorf 
promoted can be found in the work of a variety of sources. 
Miller (1968) and Penn (1972) provide sketches of the histo¬ 
ry of linguistic relativity, suggesting that this tradition 
of thought is complex and traces back at least to John 
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Interpretations of Whorfian Thought 

Whorf's "new principle of [linguistic] relativity" has 
been interpreted in a surprising number of ways since its 
introduction. One interpretation says that linguistic rel¬ 
ativity is ’linguistic determinism’, "an extreme [version] 
asserting the dependence of thought on language" (Penn, 
1972, p. 10); that is, the view that language completely 
dominates a person’s, or a society's, thought, perception, 
and behavior (Feuer, 1953). Another interpretation is the 
view that language has minimal influence upon a person's 
thought, perception, and behavior (Kay and Kempton, 1984), 
"a mild [version] suggesting some influence of linguistic 
categories on cognition" (Penn, 1972, p. 10). Yet a third 


Locke: "Thus Locke can be considered as the earliest propo¬ 

nent of the Whorf-(Alfred) Korzybski hypothesis which holds 
that the way people name situations influences their behav¬ 
ior relative to the situations" (Penn, 1972, p. 43). Some¬ 
times Whorf is considered as being in the tradition of 
Johann Georg Hamann, who proposed a form of linguistic rel¬ 
ativity that closely resembled linguistic determinism (Penn, 
1972, pp. 53-56). Sometimes Whorf is viewed as in a direct 
line of descent from Johann Gottfried Herder; in this tradi¬ 
tion, a multilingual, multicultural world is favored, 

"little peoples" and "little languages" are to be respected 
and valued; "the universal is a fraud, a mask for the self- 
interest of the dominating over the dominated" (Fishman, 
1982, p. 8). Sometimes Whorf is considered to be most di¬ 
rectly in the tradition of Wilhelm von Humboldt whose hy¬ 
pothesis suggests that "the worldview of one people differs 
from that of another people to a hitherto unheard-of degree" 
(Penn, 1972, pp. 19), reflecting the internal structure(s) 
of the language(s) involved, and sometimes language deter¬ 
mines or is equivalent to thought (Penn, 1972, pp. 19-22). 
The problem in sorting out the tradition of linguistic rela¬ 
tivity and Whorf's place in that tradition indicates the 
difficulty in interpreting Whorf and linguistic relativity. 
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interpretation of Whorfian thought suggests that Whorf's 
primary goal is to promote awareness and appreciation of 
cultures other than the English-speaking, Occidental one in 
which Whorf lived (Fishman, 1982). Other interpretations of 
Whorfian thought can be found in Black (1959), Fishman (1960 
& 1980), Penn (1972), Bloom (1981), Lakoff (1987), Butt 
(1989), Muhlhauser & Harre (1990), and Schultz (1990). 

There appear to be two primary reasons for this wide 
variety of interpretations given to Whorf’s principle of 
linguistic relativity. One reason involves Whorf's own 
style of writing and the complex way in which he views the 
role of language. The other reason involves Whorf's notion 
that no one culture or language has a monopoly on the Truth 
and that any culture can learn from any other culture. In 
the next section the first reason is considered in a discus¬ 
sion of linguistic determinism. The second reason is con¬ 
sidered in the section entitled "Challenging Dogmatism." 
Linauistic Relativity as Linguistic Determinism 

Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity is very fre¬ 
quently interpreted as being the same as linguistic deter¬ 
minism. Linguistic determinism is the view that language 
completely controls the way a person, or a society, thinks, 
perceives, and interprets the world. If linguistic deter¬ 
minism were true, then a number of negative consequences 
follow. If these consequences are shown to be inaccurate, 
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then linguistic determinism is not true. And if linguistic 
relativity is the same as linguistic determinism, then lin¬ 
guistic relativity would also be shown to be untrue. 

The two consequences most often mentioned can be found 
in the translation argument and the worldview argument. In 
the translation argument, if linguistic determinism is true, 
then there are completely separate linguistic universes and 
between such universes translation, including cross-cultural 
knowledge, is not possible. However there are instances of 
cross-cultural knowledge and of translation, of which 
Whorf's own work among Native American languages and cul¬ 
tures is an example. Therefore, linguistic determinism is 
not true (Feuer, 1953, pp. 94-96). 

The worldview argument says that linguistic determinism 
is directly connected with the metaphysical view that dif¬ 
ferent languages yield different worldviews. If linguistic 
determinism were true, then each language could express one 
and only one worldview. However, different worldviews can 
be expressed in the same linguistic family; for example, in 
the European languages the very different worldviews of New¬ 
ton, Descartes, Hume, and Hegel have been expressed (Black, 
1959, pp. 235-236). Further, different languages can ex¬ 
press the same worldview. Therefore, linguistic determinism 
must not be true (Feuer, 1953, pp. 89-90). 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



105 


Some interpreters of Whorf do not agree with the claim 
that Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity is the same 
as linguistic determinism. Fishman says: "Whorf never pro¬ 
posed that all aspects of grammar must inevitably have di¬ 
rect cognitive impact" (Fishman, I960, p. 336). According 
to Muhlhauser & Harre, neither Whorf nor Sapir "espoused a 
thesis of strong determination from an independent language 
to a dependent human form of experience" (Muhlhauser & 

Harre, 1990, p. 2). Furthermore, "Whorf claimed only that 
language influenced the classification of what is perceived" 
(Muhlhauser & Harre, 1990, p. 2). If one does not accept 
the equivalence of linguistic determinism with linguistic 
relativity, then the translation and worldview arguments are 
not successful when used against linguistic relativity. 

Critics and defenders agree that Whorf himself contrib¬ 
uted to the confusion surrounding the interpretation of his 
principle of linguistic relativity (Olewiler, 1971, p. 137; 
Schultz, 1990, pp. 5-6); "no statement can be found in 
Whorf’s writing which clears up the ambiguity as to which 
assertion (extreme or weak) he intended to be making" (Penn 
1972, p. 13). Also, Kay and Kempton note that Whorf made 
sweeping claims, which would then be qualified (Kay & 
Kempton, 1984, pp. 75-77). While Whorf never explicitly 
affirmed linguistic determinism, he did make suggestions in 
that direction (Schultz, 1990, pp. 14-18). The following 
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quotations indicate how linguistic relativity interpreted as 
linguistic determinism can be can be taken from the writings 
of Whorf. 

[a] Thus our linguistically determined thought 
world not only collaborates with our cul¬ 
tural idols and ideals, but engages even 
our unconscious personal reactions in its 
patterns and gives them certain typical 
characters. (Whorf, 1956, p. 154) 

[b] We cut up and organize the spread and flew 
of events as we do, largely because, through 
our mother tongue, we are parties to an 
agreement to do so, not because nature it¬ 
self is segmented in exactly that way for 
all to see. (Whorf, 1956, p. 240) 

[c] [T]he study of language . . . shows that the 
forms of a person’s thoughts are controlled 
by the inexorable laws of pattern of which 
[she or he) is unconscious. (Whorf, 1956, 

p. 252) 


By focusing upon these and similar quotations, a lin¬ 
guistic determinism interpretation of Whorfian thought is 
possible. However, a more careful reading of such quota¬ 
tions reveals qualifiers. In quotation [a], the words "col¬ 
laborates," "engages," and "typical" serve as qualifiers. In 
quotation [b], "largely" serves as the qualifier. In quota¬ 
tion [c], an ambiguity occurs in the phrase "inexorable laws 
of pattern"; patterns can vary from situation to situation. 
If Whorf had used qualifiers more obviously, then the de¬ 
terministic version of linguistic relativity would not be 
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easily supported. 2 

A strong view of linguistic relativity may be accepted, 
without accepting linguistic determinism. This strong view 
suggests that the influence of language varies with a per¬ 
son's unawareness of the potential influence of language. 
Further, a variation on the translation argument can be used 
as support for a strong version of linguistic relativity. 
Many translations are easy, but many are not. Difficulties 
in translation serve to support Whorfian thought because 
such difficulties indicate that thought is not identical 
from one language to another. The actual problems that do 
occur in translation support a strong yet nondeterministic 
version of linguistic relativity (Whorf, 1956, pp. vii- 
viii). The translation argument works against linguistic 
determinism but does not work on all interpretations of 
linguistic relativity. 3 


2 I suspect one reason that many thinkers focus on lin¬ 
guistic determinism is that it is an easy target. Deductive 
claims are much easier to deal with, usually to disprove, 
than are inductive claims. Whorf, I suggest, was making in¬ 
ductive claims which analytics and positivists, then and 
now, have trouble accepting since such claims tend to be 
more complicated. 

3 Bloom (1981) provides additional support for a strong, 
yet nondeterministic, view of linguistic relativity. Bloom 
compares counterfactual thinking in Chinese with counterfac- 
tual thinking in English. Considering "a state of affairs 
known to be false . . . for the purpose of drawing implica¬ 

tions as to what might have been the case if that state of 
affairs were in fact true” is much easier to do in English 
than in Chinese (p. 14). Chinese lacks structures that 
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Challenging Dogmatism 

Whorf's assertion of the powerful influence language 
tends to have on thought, perception, and behavior elicits 
reactions as much emotional as rational. Whorf has been 
called a practical joker, a sleight-of-hand artist, and a 
reveler in terror and glee (Schultz, 1990, p. 18). Whorf 
has also been accused of being overly religious and too mys¬ 
tically oriented (Schultz, 1990, pp. 10-12). One of the 
primary sources for this name-calling, as well as for the 
very diverse interpretations and evaluations given to Whor- 
fian thought, can be found in Whorf’s challenging dogmatism. 

Whorfian thought challenges attitudes of superiority, 
whether the attitudes are racial or cultural or intellec¬ 
tual. Whorf challenged, in his own time, some of the reig¬ 
ning paradigms. In psychology, Whorfian thought challenged 
behaviorism; in philosophy, especially philosophy of lan¬ 
guage, the views of Frege, Russell, and the logical positiv¬ 
ists were challenged (Bloom, 1981, p. 4). Whorf also op¬ 
posed the ’’Nazi theories of Aryan superiority” (Lakoff, 

1987, p. 330). Whorf further believed that Occidental civ¬ 
ilization could learn from the so-called ’’less advanced” 
cultures, and such an attitude was very rare during the era 

enable handling of counterfactual situations. Bloom con¬ 
cludes that the results of his study support the Whorfian 
thesis that linguistic structures do strongly influence 
thought (pp. 29-60). 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



109 


in which Whorf lived (Lakoff, 1987, p. 330). In insisting 

on real dialogue between cultures, Whorf challenges the 

West's search for a single, univocal Truth (Schultz, 1990, 

p. 143). If Whorf is accurate, then there is no guarantee 

that humans will ever discover the absolute truth. 

And this is the essence of linguistic relativity: 
when meanings can vary to the degree we have dis¬ 
cussed, and when there is no 'privileged form of 
representation'—no repository of universally rel¬ 
evant meanings--then there is no one world and no 
one reality. (Butt, 1989, p. 72) 

Whorf even challenges the notion that perfect transla¬ 
tions between languages, cultures, and thought systems are 
always possible (Lakoff, 1987, pp. 322-328). In forcefully 
raising the possibility that some differences between lan¬ 
guage may be incommensurable, Whorf challenges the belief 
that all languages and cultures are equivalent or can be as¬ 
similated into one primary language or culture; that is, all 
languages do not necessarily lead to American English. In 
the tradition of Copernicus, Marx, Darwin, and Freud, Whorf 
is pointing out blinders humans have put on themselves and 
encouraging both awareness and appreciation of other per¬ 
spectives (Fishman, 1980, pp. 25-27). The Whorfian claim 
that human knowledge is dependent upon unknown linguistic 
factors also challenges the scientific basis of Western so¬ 
ciety. "In short Whorf (like Freud) impugns our objectivity 
and rationality" (Fishman, I960, p. 326). 
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Whorf involves his audience in a process apparently de¬ 
signed to undermine the dogmatism of positivistic science 
(Schultz, 1990, pp. 28-43). The integration of loopholes, 
more or less obvious, throughout his writings is part of 
Whorf's method (Schultz, 1990, pp. 27-28 & 59-79). In deal¬ 
ing with the Boston and Cambridge audience of the '20s and 
'30s, Whorf indulges in some skillful rhetoric to promote 
his views. In supporting linguistic diversity, Whorf begins 
by presenting attitude his audience would not like. This 
attitude involves showing the audience how controlling and 
dominating language can be. Then Whorf would, tactfully yet 
forcefully, suggest that speakers of SAE (=Standard Average 
European) languages have such an attitude toward so-called 
primitive languages. So, the audience is caught either dis¬ 
liking itself or needing to change its attitude (Schultz, 
1990, pp. 22-24). 

Whorf wants his English-speaking audience to begin to 
understand alien grammars and cultures without co-opting or 
assimilating those grammars (Schultz, 1990, p. 142). Whorf 
even uses crude drawings to assist in this task, to help to 
show "that understanding cannot be reduced to verbal trans¬ 
lation alone" (Schultz, 1990, p. 99). Whorf also opposes 
false dilemmas. One is not limited to either universal im¬ 
personal truth or individual error, science or religion. 
There is a unified, multidimensional truth to be discovered 
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(Schultz, 1990, pp. 43-47). Whorf’s methods are intended to 
lead "his readers to draw the conclusions for themselves, to 
admit in spite of everything that there are more things in 
heaven and in earth than are dreamt of in their positivistic 
science" (Schultz, 1990, pp. 47-48). 

Whorf's attempt to present noncanonical notions in a 
materialist-reductionist context contributes to the problems 
in interpreting the principle of linguistic relativity; "to 
argue holistically within the discourse of positivist 
science can only be interpreted as inconsistency" (Schultz, 
1990, p. 18). So, Whorf tries to convince his audience, by 
means of various devices, that the so-called nonliterate, or 
illiterate, cultures have intrinsic and extrinsic value. 
Whorf lures his audiences into a trap in which they then be¬ 
come the "primitives" while the Native American speakers be¬ 
come the "heroes," and only by becoming a "scientific lin¬ 
guist," that is by developing a deep appreciation of and for 
other languages and cultures, can a "primitive" become a 
"hero." "Whorf moves back and forth between Native American 
languages and English in an effort to demonstrate experien- 
tially, without defining verbally, what a multilingual con¬ 
sciousness is like" (Schultz, 1990, p. 88). 

In citing examples from both his fire safety experience 
and his study of Hopi in support of the effect of language 
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on behavior, Whorf suggests that language can strongly in¬ 
fluence behavior. To make such a suggestion is to challenge 
the superiority exerted by human beings over one another and 
the control we claim to have over ourselves. Whorf chal¬ 
lenges humans, individually and collectively to deal with 
the fact that we are neither as in control nor as powerful 
as we think we are. No matter how smart we think we are, 
individually and collectively, we can learn from others, 
even those stereotyped as inferior. Linguistic relativity 
was, and is, an attempt to counteract negative attitudes and 
establish fair attitudes towards nonliterate cultures (Kay & 
Kempton, 1984, pp. 65-G6). 

Whorf*s Own Dilemma 

For Whorf a conflict was created as his upbringing, 
education, and success with the Hartford Insurance Company 
interacted with his linguistic studies. Whorf was caught 
"in a comfortable, complacent world of capitalist success," 
"cursed with a surplus of vision" that resulted in his ques¬ 
tioning his own comfortable existence, and yet just could 
not leave Hartford (Schultz, 1990, p. 151). Being trapped 
between Hartford and the Hopi contributes to the inconsis¬ 
tencies, both real and imagined, in Whorfian thought. 

Whorf develops a "Galilean Language Consciousness"-- 
involving fundamental awareness of change, diversity, dia¬ 
logue, mutual illumination and enrichment, and opposition to 
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repression (Schultz, 1990, pp. 49-97). Further, Whorf en¬ 
courages the development of a "hybrid consciousness, a mul¬ 
tilingual consciousness," which in turn will yield greater 
depth and richness of vision (Schultz, 1990, p. 147). He 
wants others to grasp this vision, to work towards a merging 
of science and religion, and to develop a critical con¬ 
sciousness that applies everywhere; the critics miss the vi¬ 
sion (Schultz, 1990, p. 152). Whorf encourages his au¬ 
diences to appreciate, without assimilating or co-opting, 
very different languages and cultures. "But it is exactly 
this point that Whorf's critics cannot accept" (Schultz, 
1990, p. 142). A dialogical relativism of the sort proposed 
and practiced by Whorf "eludes the grasp of ’normal’ philos¬ 
ophy, which is no doubt why ’normal' philosophers so fear 
it" (Schultz, 1990, p. 153). Those critics who interpret 
Whorf as proposing either linguistic determinism or some 
trivial influence of language on thought are caricaturing 
Whorf as well as missing the point. Perhaps they cannot 
deal with being a "primitive," being caught by their own 
so-called objectivity. Whorf appears to be caught between 
his traditional upbringing and his vision, but he begins 
working towards making his vision more real. Whorf's 
critics do not share Whorf's vision of developing a critical 
consciousness. 
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Trying to discover a consistent, univocal statement of 
deductive certainty in Whorfian thought will not be success¬ 
ful nor would such an effort be faithful to Whorf's own in¬ 
tention. Perhaps, instead of applying an emotionally pejo¬ 
rative label like "inconsistency," linguistic relativity 
should be considered multivalent, and if Whorfian material 
is taken out of context, then distorted interpretations can 
be expected. Whorf contributes to the confusion surrounding 
his writings; yet, "the whole of Whorf's writings testify to 
the hope, indeed, the insistence, that through studying dif¬ 
ferent languages, we may gain better insight into the deeper 
processes of consciousness" (Olewiler, 1971, p. 137). 

Applications of Linguistic Relativity 

In this section the preceding discussions of Whorfian 
thought are applied to the stubbornness of sexist language, 
the possibility of transformation, and the narrative example 
presented at the beginning of this study. 

Stubbornness 

According to linguistic relativity, the interrela¬ 
tionships among language, perception, and behavior are com¬ 
plex and pervasive. Whorf focuses on the influential role 
that language plays in perception and behavior, a role that 
often goes unnoticed because language is a background phe¬ 
nomenon. Whorfian thought supports the notion that the lan¬ 
guage used, whether by an individual or by a society, can. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



115 


and usually does, exert a significant influence on the 
worldviews that develop as well as on the behavior of the 
individual or society using that language. Accordingly, a 
person or a society that uses sexist language will be more 
likely to think, perceive, and behave in sexist ways than 
one who does not. Sexist language contributes to all forms 
of sexist behavior, some visibly violent behavior (rape, 
wife-beating) and other more subtle damaging behavior (un¬ 
equal pay; glass-ceilings). 

Further, the power of language runs deep. Linguistic 
habits begin to develop early and to be embedded in the life 
of the individual. The language a child hears is plentiful 
(estimated at 1/2 million clauses by age 4), fluent, and 
well-formed (Halliday as cited in Regan, 1988b, pp. 19-23). 
The more the language is used and reinforced, the more es¬ 
tablished the language becomes (Lamb cited in Regan, 1988b, 
p. 8). The more established the linguistic habits become, 
the more difficult they are to alter, even when the linguis¬ 
tic habits conflict with some views of the speaker. 
Surprising stubbornness 

Perhaps some of the best examples of the stubbornness 
of sexist language come from modern admirers of Whorfian 
thought. There are individuals who accept much of what 
Whorf said, especially regarding the power of language, but 
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who apparently continue to use sexist language. For ex¬ 
ample, both Halliday and Lamb acknowledge the strong connec¬ 
tions among language, meaning, thought, culture, and percep¬ 
tion (Regan, 1988b, passim). According to Halliday (as 
cited in Regan, 1988b, pp. 14-15), language is a representa¬ 
tion of reality, linguistic structures connecting the world 
outside with what goes on inside. Yet Halliday and Lamb’s 
language usage is full of the so-called generic "he,” and 
this usage illustrates the stubbornness of sexist language 
even in persons who acknowledge the influence of language 
(Halliday and Lamb as cited in Regan, 1998b, pp. 9, 26, 38, 
40, 45, 47, 69, & 78) . 

An even more pronounced example of the power of sexist 
language occurs in Muhlhauser and Harre (1990). These au¬ 
thors support a type of linguistic relativity. They spend 
some pages discussing "what Sapir and Whorf really said" 
(Muhlhauser & Harre, 1990, pp. 2-8), and most of their book 
is devoted to supporting linguistic relativity. Muhlhauser 
and Harre even have included a chapter entitled "He, She, or 
It: The Enigma of Grammar and Gender" (Muhlhauser & Harre, 

1990, pp. 228-247). In this chapter the authors defend the 
use of the so-called generic "he" and "man" as grammatically 
correct in certain circumstances. Further, the authors con¬ 
tend that language is merely a junior partner in the quest 
for sexual equality. 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



117 


The authors also state that many of the feminist con¬ 
cerns are confusions that can be straightened out with prop¬ 
er understanding, and this point is made in a patronizing 
style. "We are strongly inclined to the view that the 
muddles that have excited the ire of certain feminists are 
almost wholly confined to academic writing, particularly in 
the human sciences and philosophy" (Muhlhauser & Harre, 

1990, p. 231). The irony is that their own theory should 
tell them that since language influences thought, sexist 
language promotes sexist thought. Unfortunately, patriarchy 
is embedded so deeply that sexist language, unless blatantly 
insulting or disgusting, is not considered "bad." The tone 
of their chapter is condescending and suggests that, accord¬ 
ing to Muhlhauser and Harre, the problems of sexist language 
are mostly "muddles" that can be cleared up, to put the mat¬ 
ter crudely, if you girls will just calm down and let ex¬ 
perts explain the situation to you properly. 

Transformation 

"Unfortunately, or luckily, no language is tyrannically 
consistent. All grammars leak" (Sapir, 1949, p. 38). If 
the interpretation of linguistic relativity presented in 
this study is more accurate than not, then there is hope in 
overcoming the stubbornness of one's native language. A 
Whorfian basis for transformation is developing critical 
consciousness. This development can occur by means of 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



118 


learning other languages or by paying close attention to 
one’s own language or doing both. The Whorfian emphasis on 
learning other languages and cultures supports the move to¬ 
wards diversity now occurring in educational systems 
throughout the United States. Learning new languages, espe¬ 
cially non-SAE languages, enhances the possibility of devel¬ 
oping a critical consciousness. Likewise paying close at¬ 
tention to one's own language, both in one's personal lin¬ 
guistic usage and in the linguistic usage of others, can en¬ 
hance the development of a critical consciousness. In some 
situations a shock to one's linguistic system can trigger 
the start of such a consciousness. In other situations one 
can escape the influence by linguistic habits, as Schultz 
(1990) noted and Whorf practiced, by means of being lured 
into an appreciation of diverse cultures and languages. 

Transformation from sexist language to inclusive lan¬ 
guage would involve processes similar to the processes used 
in developing a critical consciousness. More specifically, 
the introduction of inclusive language into early linguistic 
development would assist in altering thought, perception, 
and behavior at both individual and societal levels. Bring¬ 
ing language into critical consciousness and developing in¬ 
clusive linguistic habits would result in more comprehensive 
thought, perception, and behavior. 
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The Story 

From the perspective of linguistic relativity, the 
children in the paradigmatic story have been raised in a so¬ 
ciety in which the linguistic filters have promoted percep¬ 
tion and behavior that encourages males while neglecting and 
discouraging females. As long as the background phenomenon, 
in this case the pervasiveness of sexist language, is ac¬ 
cepted uncritically, then sexist language will continue to 
dominate, contributing to sexism in society, while inclusive 
language will remain underdeveloped and little used. 

Given that linguistic habits develop early, using in¬ 
clusive language from the beginning of a child’s life would 
help to instill in the child the beginnings of more appro¬ 
priate perception and behavior. Using inclusive language in 
early childhood also would help prepare the child for ex¬ 
panding inclusiveness in thought, perception, and behavior 
as the child grows. Further, socializing the child in an 
inclusive manner would enhance the process of developing a 
critical consciousness regarding the child’s own language, 
thought, perception, and behavior because of the contrast 
between inclusive language and dominant cultural language. 
Children also can be encouraged to study other languages and 
cultures. In fact, such study would be most helpful, and 
perhaps should be required, if children are to develop crit¬ 
ical consciousness. Children can be taught to be critical 
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users of language as well as to develop inclusive language 
habits. However, the current social environment is so per¬ 
vaded with sexism, including sexist language, that extra 
work is needed in the home, in the school, and in the faith 
congregation if sexist language is to be overcome. Unfortu¬ 
nately, these other sources frequently reinforce sexism. 
Concluding Remarks 

Linguistic habits, developed by societies over the cen¬ 
turies and by individuals within those societies over the 
course of a lifetime, are difficult to change. Whorfian 
thought indicates the influence that these linguistic habits 
can have upon individuals and societies. Despite the ef¬ 
forts of many linguists, analytic philosophers, and others, 
Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity survives and con¬ 
tinues to encourage the possibility that critical conscious¬ 
ness, both individual and collective, can develop. Although 
traditional linguistic habits are difficult to alter, they 
can be. Better yet would be to develop a new tradition, a 
tradition of critical consciousness, a tradition that en¬ 
courages the learning of multiple languages and cultures. 
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Chapter 5 

Piaget's Genetic Epistemology and Language 
In this chapter some of the work of Jean Piaget is ex¬ 
plored in the context of issues of sexist language and in¬ 
clusive language. Towards that goal, this chapter is organ¬ 
ized as follows: (a) a description of genetic epistemology, 
including background information on Piaget, (b) a presenta¬ 
tion of some assumptions and concepts central to genetic ep¬ 
istemology; (c) a description of Piaget’s stages of cogni¬ 
tive development; (d) a presentation of language development 
within the context of genetic epistemology, (e) a discussion 
of some of the revisions of Piaget's original proposals, and 
(f) an application of Piagetian thought to the stubbornness 
of sexist language, to the possibilities of transformation 
to inclusive language, and to children growing up in a lin¬ 
guistically patriarchal society. 

Genetic Epistemology 

Jean Piaget selected the term "genetic epistemology" to 
describe his research. As the label suggests, Piaget stu¬ 
died the origins and development of cognition in human 
beings. Piaget believed that the basis for human cognition 
is to be found in the first physical movements that a child 
makes and then coordinates into sequences of movements 
(Piaget, 1971c, p. 140). From this simple foundation. 
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Piaget traced the development of mathematical and scientific 

reasoning as that reasoning emerges in adolescence. 

Genetic epistemology attempts to explain knowl¬ 
edge, and in particular scientific knowledge, on 
the basis of its sociogenesis, and especially the 
psychological origins of the notions and opera¬ 
tions upon which it is based. (Piaget, 1970, p. 1) 

Genetic epistemology, as described by Piaget, is the study 
of the biological and psychological origins, as well as the 
development, of human cognition. In other words, Piaget 
studied and proposed a complex theory explaining how human 
beings acquire and maintain knowledge, going from lesser to 
greater states of cognition (Piaget, 1970, pp. 12-13). 

Piaget also refers to himself as a "constructivist," 
one who believes that human beings play a significant role 
in the construction of their own knowledge. Piaget dis¬ 
agrees with both empiricism, as represented by John Locke, 
and innatism, as represented by Noam Chomsky. Piaget dis¬ 
agrees with empiricism because he does not believe that 
human beings are able to perceive reality directly, and be¬ 
cause he does not believe that human beings acquire most or 
all of their knowledge from external experience (Piaget, 
1977). Piaget disagrees with innatism because he does not 
believe that human beings are completely programmed with all 
the information needed for cognitive development (Piaget, 
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1977). Piaget believes that human beings actively partici¬ 
pate in the acquisition and development of their own knowl¬ 
edge, integrating external data with internal structures. 

A very important piece of background information re¬ 
garding Piaget involves the relationship between biology and 
epistemology. Piaget earned his doctorate in zoology at 
Neuchatel, Switzerland in 1918 (Mays, 1972, pp. 305-306). 
That biological education was carried by Piaget throughout 
his research and writing. As is noted in the following sub¬ 
section, Piaget incorporated into the foundation of his work 
the view that the biological principles apply to both the 
physical and the mental development of an organism, even a 
human organism. 

Assumptions and Concepts 

In this section some of the assumptions and concepts 
that are important in describing and understanding genetic 
epistemology are presented. 

Assumptions 

Piaget believed that the principles, concepts, and in¬ 
teractions that apply to biology also apply to cognition, 
and vice versa. "For Piaget, the one-time biologist, intel¬ 
ligence can be meaningfully considered only as an extension 
of certain fundamental biological characteristics, fundamen¬ 
tal in the sense that they obtain wherever life obtains" 
(Flavell, 1963, p. 41). The connection between biology and 
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cognition begins very early in the life of a human being. 
Piaget believed that the origins of knowledge could be 
traced to biological coordinations within the nervous system 
and the neural network (Piaget, 1970, p. 19), that intelli¬ 
gence begins with physical movements (Piaget & Inhelder, 
1969, pp. 1-4), and that eventually thought can be regarded 
as action that has been interiorized (Flavell, 1963, p. 2). 

The primary way in which the connection between biology 
and cognition expresses itself is in the two functional in¬ 
variants that Piaget assumed: organization and adaptation. 

By functional invariant, Piaget means a process that is a 
biological, inherited way by which an organism interacts 
with its environment (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 7) and is 
a fundamental trait in the development of any life form. 

These invariant characteristics which define 
the essence of intellectual functioning and 
hence the essence of intelligence, are the very 
characteristics which hold for all biological 
functioning in general. All living matter adapts 
to its environment and possesses organizational 
properties which make the adaptation possible. 

(Flavell, 1963, p. 43) 

Two other notions, also stemming from biology, that 
Piaget acquired early and retained were assimilation and 
equilibrium. Assimilation involves the ability of an or¬ 
ganism to absorb information from outside of itself, alter¬ 
ing that information so that it may be of use to the organ¬ 
ism; "since every organism has a permanent structure, which 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



125 


can be modified under the influence of the environment but 
is never destroyed as a structured whole, all knowledge is 
always assimilation of a datum external to the subject's 
structure” (Piaget, 1971b, p. 8). Equilibrium involves the 
ability of an organism to attain some moments of rest or 
balance in, around, during, and between dealing with exter¬ 
nal data. Equilibrium applies to the mental and emotional 
aspects of an organism as much as it does to physical (bio¬ 
logical) aspects. In the area of cognitive development, "the 
normative factors of thought correspond biologically to a 
necessity of equilibrium by self-regulation; thus, logic 
would in the subject correspond to a process of equilibrium" 
(Piaget, 1971b, p. 8). 

In the following subsections, the concepts of organiza¬ 
tion, adaptation, assimilation and accommodation, and equi¬ 
librium are described from the perspective of genetic ep¬ 
istemology. The additional notions of equilibration, opera¬ 
tions, cognitive egocentrism, and the semiotic function also 
are presented in the remaining subsections of this section. 
Organization: Structure. Schema r and Stages (Periods) 

All organisms arrange, or try to arrange, their expe¬ 
rience so that the experience can be understood, internal¬ 
ized, and used in some way. This organization tendency ap¬ 
plies to all organisms in dealing with all their realms of 
experience. For sentient creatures, such as human beings, 
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this organization tendency includes the ways or patterns in 
which one thinks (Dreyer, 1984). This tendency to organi¬ 
zation involves systems of relationships among the elements 
involved and an underlying coherence or pattern among those 
same elements (Flavell, 1963, pp. 44-52). In genetic ep¬ 
istemology, with its focus upon cognition, the organization 
tendency produces patterns of relationships that are intend¬ 
ed to promote cognitive development. "Every act of intelli¬ 
gence presumes some kind of intellectual structure, some 
sort of organization, within which it proceeds" (Flavell, 
1963, p. 46). 

According to genetic epistemology, this capacity for 
organization results in what Piaget called structure. 
Structure involves the rules or guidelines of transforma¬ 
tions (identity, reciprocity, and so on) and a system, such 
as mathematics, functioning in accordance with those rules 
(Piaget, 1970, pp. 22-23). Structure involves an organized 
system of mental actions. In order to expand the structure, 
the data presented for processing need to be on the edges of 
what the structure can handle; that is, optimal discrepancy 
is needed. Structures modify and are modified; they are not 
given preformed. Structures are constructed out of experi¬ 
ence (Phillips, 1969, pp. 108-110). Structures also involve 
the reasons why a particular type of content is manifested; 
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structures involve interpretation and expression of data 
(Flavell, 1963, p. 18). 

The processing of experience by the structure occurs 
internally, within the organism, with the result that change 
occurs in the structure(s) or the substructure(s) involved; 
there are substructures as well as relationships between 
structures (Piaget, 1970, pp. 22-23). Structure involves 
the regular traits of an occurrence (Phillips, 1969, p. 7). 
Structures rarely, if ever, collapse completely, though they 
do undergo regular alteration as more data need to be dealt 
with--from eating to reading, from responding to a threat to 
explaining the latest astrophysical data. Structures "are 
the organizational properties of intelligence, organizations 
created through functioning and inferable from the behavior¬ 
al contents whose nature they determine" as well as "media¬ 
tors interposed between the invariant functions on the one 
hand and the variegated behavioral contents on the other" 
(Flavell, 1963, p. 17). 

Structures begin developing before any of the higher 
cognitive functions emerge, yet structures are necessary for 
the development of those higher functions, including lan¬ 
guage. The most basic type of structure is called a scheme. 
"A scheme is a structure or organization of actions as they 
are transferred or generalized by repetition in similar or 
analogous circumstances" (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 4). 
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Action schemes develop physically and externally in one sit¬ 
uation and then their use is transferred to another situa¬ 
tion. The earliest schemes, those of the infant, involve 
behavioral sequences such as sucking, grasping, looking. In 
the infant, these schemes are initially organic (instinctual 
and reflexive), then habits of actions develop during the 
sensori-motor period, and finally representational schemes 
emerge (Piaget, 1971a, pp. 181-182). 

Schemes change constantly, via adaptation, seeking 
equilibrium; schemes are fluid structures which are built 
and then altered regularly as intellectual development 
proceeds (Flavell, 1963, p. 55). Schemes involve repeatable 
and generalizable coordinated actions and are the basis of 
logico-mathematical structures as some of these action 
schemes become interiorized (Piaget, 1970, p. 42). Further, 
certain kinds of structures develop prior to other kinds of 
structures. "Generally speaking, logico-mathematical 
structures are extracted from the general coordination of 
actions long before they make any use of language, either 
natural or artificial" (Piaget, 1971a, p. 181). 

At certain points in the developmental process, qual¬ 
itative shifts in the complexity of structures and schemes 
occur. Structures are thoroughly reorganized into more com¬ 
plex structures allowing additional ways of thinking, such 
as going from literal, concrete thinking to the ability to 
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do counterfactual thinking. "Period" or "Stage" is the la¬ 
bel used to denote these qualitative shifts in structures 
and schema (Flavell, 1963, p. 263). 

Adaptation 

Adaptation is the second functional invariant assumed 
by Piaget (Flavell, 1963, pp. 18-19) and is composed of two 
processes: assimilation and accommodation (Flavell, 1963, 
pp. 44-52; Dreyer, 1984), themselves presented in the next 
subsection. Adaptation occurs "whenever a given organism- 
environment interchange has the effect of modifying the or¬ 
ganism in such a way that further interchanges, favorable to 
its preservation are enhanced" (Flavell, 1963, p. 45). 
Adaptation and organization, the other functional invariant, 
are interrelated; adaptation assumes the existence of some 
sort of organization while organizations are developed by 
means of adaptation (Flavell, 1963, p. 47). 

Adaptation occurs at all levels of life. The mollusks 
that Piaget originally studied adapted to the water flow and 
temperatures of the streams in which they lived. The HIV 
adapts incredibly "well" and rapidly to its human hosts yet 
cannot adapt very well when outside the host; it lives for 
only a few seconds. Adaptation is involved in every ex¬ 
change between the child and its environment, yet not every 
adaptation is successful. Failure to adapt can be due to 
inappropriate development for the experience involved or 
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very unstable equilibrium or overwhelming of the structures 
involved by the experience or some combination of these 
factors. Higher level cognitive adaptation yields "much 
more complete results and much more stable structures" 
(Piaget, 1971a, p. 182). The concept of adaptation clearly 
can be traced to Piaget's study of zoology. 

Assimilation and Accommodation 

Assimilation and accommodation are the two processes of 
which adaptation is comprised. Descriptions of assimilation 
and accommodation within genetic epistemology tend to occur 
in pairs since the processes are so thoroughly intertwined. 
Assimilation involves an organism's dealing with environ¬ 
mental factors by making the data fit into the structures; 
accommodation involves the effort by an organism to fit its 
behavior to the environment. While both processes occur 
concurrently, one may be more dominant or visible at any 
given time (Donaldson, 1978, pp. 140-141). Assimilation and 
accommodation are two sides of the same coin. 

"The filtering or modification of the input is called 
assimilation " (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 6). Assimilation 
refers to the process in which external stimuli or data are 
altered by the organism to fit existing structures; the 
first thing an organism does with an experience is to change 
the experience so that it is better understood (Dreyer, 
1984). For example, in the study of a new subject, students 
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often relate the new concepts or words to already known 
information; the new stimuli is assimilated into the knowl¬ 
edge patterns already possessed by the students. Not sur¬ 
prisingly, then, assimilation is a gradual, continuous proc¬ 
ess, since data that are completely outside the realm of ex¬ 
perience of the subject cannot be incorporated because such 
experience would be unrelated to previous knowledge; totally 
new stimuli cannot be assimilated. An organism is able to 
assimilate only those items, events, or materials that the 
organism's past experience, including assimilations, enable 
it to incorporate (Flavell, 1963, p. 49). Assimilation then 
refers to the organism's altering its environment. This 
alteration is done so that elements in the environment can 
be more easily merged into the organization of the organism 
involved (Flavell, 1963, p. 45). Assimilation involves the 
altering of external data by processes or structures 
(Phillips, 1969, pp. 8-9) while at the same time structures 
are being preserved, or at least changed as little as 
possible (Donaldson, 1978, p. 141). 

"Accommodation" refers to the process in which internal 
structures change to incorporate external stimuli. The in¬ 
ternal patterns of dealing with external data are themselves 
altered in order to better use experience (Dreyer, 1984); 
"the modification of internal schemes to fit reality is 
called accommodation " (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 6). For 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



132 


example, in studying a new subject, students can stretch be¬ 
yond their previous knowledge, altering their internal 
structures so that new data can be more easily understood, 
as opposed to the organism's making the data more familiar 
to itself (Flavell, 1963, p. 49). Accommodation also in¬ 
volves the organism's adjusting to the environment, as op¬ 
posed to the organism's altering the environment as in as¬ 
similation (Flavell, 1963, p. 45). Accommodation describes 
modifications within the organism as well as increased op¬ 
portunities for further change, for newness; ''accommodation 
works for variability, growth, and change" (Donaldson, 1978, 
p. 141). While assimilation focuses on the altering of sti¬ 
muli by the organism, accommodation involves the changing of 
the organism by the stimuli (Phillips, 1969, pp. 8-9). 

The processes of assimilation and accommodation go to¬ 
gether. Always, the organism is incorporating the environ¬ 
ment (assimilation), the organism is adjusting to the envi¬ 
ronment (accommodation), and during both processes struc¬ 
tures are being modified (Piaget, 1952, pp. 5-7). Data that 
are completely outside the structures or patterns of the or¬ 
ganism cannot be assimilated into the organism nor can the 
organism accommodate itself to such data. "The mind can 
only be adapted to a reality if perfect accommodation ex¬ 
ists" (Piaget, 1952, p. 7). Yet at the same time cognitive 
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assimilation works to conserve the structures, thus mini¬ 
mizing change (Piaget, 1971a, p. 183). 

Equilibrium 

The goal of adaptation is described as equilibrium, the 
balancing of accommodation, assimilation, and structure 
(Donaldson, 1978, p. 141; Flavell, 1963, p. 239). However, 
while the goal may be moments of rest or balance, similar to 
a balanced scale, the goal is rarely achieved. In genetic 
epistemology, equilibrium describes "a state of continual 
activity, in which the organism compensates for--or cancels 
out—disturbances to the system, either actual or antici¬ 
pated" (Donaldson, 1978, p. 140). Equilibrium is then, in 
part, the process of structures' defining, weakening, and 
redefining themselves (Phillips, 1969, p. 10). Equilibrium 
involves a new balance, but rarely new by very much (Piaget, 
1952, pp. 5-7). Further, achieving equilibrium is a very 
complex process. 

An internal mechanism ... is observable at the 
time of each partial construction and each tran¬ 
sition from one stage to the next. It is a pro¬ 
cess of equilibrium ... in the sense ... of 
self-regulation; that is, a series of active com¬ 
pensations on the part of the subject in response 
to external disturbances and an adjustment that is 
both retroactive (loop systems or feedbacks) and 
anticipatory, constituting a permanent system of 
compensations. (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 157) 

Over time, equilibrium improves, with the organism's 
becoming able to handle more and more possibilities 
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(Donaldson, 1978, pp. 155-156). The better the ability to 
handle more possibilities, the better the equilibrium. 
Equilibrium involves a harmony, or satisfactory pattern of 
interaction, with the environment (Donaldson, 1978, p. 140). 
Equilibration 

"Equilibration" is the name given by Piaget to describe 
the total functioning of the various processes. The equili¬ 
bration process includes accommodation, assimilation, equi¬ 
librium, and organization. The process is initiated by an 
appropriate dissonance; if the dissonance is too great, then 
the organism is overwhelmed and shuts down or retreats; if 
the dissonance is too small, then the experience is easily 
incorporated and no change or growth occurs. The cognitive 
structures change to accept the dissonance (accommodation) 
or the structures incorporate the dissonance (assimilation) 
or some combination of the two processes occurs until a bal¬ 
ance (equilibrium) is reached. Further, equilibration rec¬ 
onciles maturation, social experience, and experience with 
objects (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, pp. 158-159). "Thus, 
equilibration by self-regulation constitutes the formative 
process of the structures we have described" (Piaget & 
Inhelder, 1969, p. 159). 

Operations 

Operations develop out of the physical actions of the 
infant as those actions gradually become internalized by the 
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child who is growing and learning to do more activities 
through thinking. Eventually, operations are actions of 
great generality carried out in the mind, for example, com¬ 
bining, ordering, separating. The origins are in the Senso- 
ri-motor Period (Piaget, 1970, pp. 21-22). Operations are 
those actions that the child can imagine, that is, can even¬ 
tually perform without benefit of physical movements, such 
as reversibility, addition and subtraction, negation, and so 
on; operations are always connected with other operations as 
part of systems and structures (Donaldson, 1978, p. 145). 

We . . ., in studying the spontaneous development 
of scientific notions, have come to view as the 
central factor the very process of constructing 
operations, which consists in interiorized actions 
becoming reversible and co-ordinating themselves 
into patterns of structures subject to well-de¬ 
fined laws. (Piaget, 1962, p. 12) 

Cognitive Egocentrism 

In Piagetian thought, cognitive or epistemological ego¬ 
centrism involves "the initial inability to decenter, to 
shift the given cognitive perspective" (Piaget, 1962, p. 3). 
That is, it involves "difficulty in understanding differ¬ 
ences in points of view between the speakers and therefore 
in decentration" (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 118). The 
child understands or views the world, in all of its aspects, 
entirely from the child's perspective; the child is the cen¬ 
ter of the world. As the child grows and develops, the 
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child becomes more able to see the world from other perspec¬ 
tives; such decentering involves a perpetual reformulation 
of previous points of view (Piaget, 1962, p. 3). Cognitive 
egocentrism "stems from a lack of differentiation between 
one’s own point of view and the other possible ones" 

(Piaget, 1962, p. 4). As the child becomes more and more 
able to differentiate between differing perspectives, 
cognitive egocentrism lessens and decentration increases. 

This inability to take the perspective of the other 
comes in various guises. For example, one type of cognitive 
egocentrism involves the child's perceiving the world as 
identical with the actions that the child makes--the world 
equals the child and the child's actions. In another type 
of cognitive egocentrism the representations of the world 
that the child makes are believed by the child to be the 
only representations possible; the child even can provide 
some degree of explanation for its own worldview but cannot 
comprehend that there are other perspectives. Still later 
another kind of cognitive egocentrism occurs when adoles¬ 
cents can imagine, without properly understanding, other 
possible perspectives but remain firmly convinced that their 
own worldview is the best, most accurate one, irrespective 
of the available evidence. 

As the child grows, cognitive egocentrism changes in 
its effects. A non-operational child is unable to explain 
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why something happens the way it does, even when the child 
gets the right answer, and this lack of explanation is be¬ 
cause the child is centered upon its own point of view. As 
decentration increases, as the child is able to see more and 
more from other perspectives, then the child's ability to 
explain also increases. Decreasing in cognitive egocentrism 
while increasing in decentration is important in learning 
reciprocal behaviors and in developing cooperation with 
others (Dreyer, 1984). 

Semiotic Function 

In Piagetian thought, the semiotic function is the ca¬ 
pacity that, if allowed to develop, results in language. 

The semiotic function involves representing something by 
means of something else (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 5). 

The representation ranges from the relatively simple to the 
rather complex. For example, a word is often used to repre¬ 
sent an object or an action; "dog" refers to a four-legged 
canine adored by many humans, and "walking" refers to a form 
of physical activity. "The Stars and Stripes," a complex 
symbol, has many meanings, and the conflict among these 
meanings often contributes to heated debates. The semiotic 
function expresses itself in various ways. The primary ways 
suggested by Piaget include language, gestures, deferred 
imitation, drawing, painting, and mental imagery, sometimes 
called internalized imitation (Piaget, 1970, p. 45). The 
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semiotic function involves "the ability to represent some¬ 
thing by a sign or a symbol or another object" (Piaget, 

1970, p. 45). 

Further, the development of the semiotic function is 
very much a part of the development of the child, and the 
bases for the development of the semiotic function are in 
the earliest physical movements of the child. Children 
whose physical development is delayed, that is whose re¬ 
flexive schemes slowly develop, are more likely to have de¬ 
layed development of the semiotic function as well. Blind 
and deaf children are delayed developmentally because their 
physical development is impaired; for them, the semiotic 
function does not develop as rapidly (Piaget, 1970, p. 46). 

Cognitive Development 

Since the development of language is part of and 
dependent upon cognitive development, a brief presentation 
of cognitive development according to Piaget is appropriate. 
In Piagetian thought, there are three periods, or stages, of 
cognitive development. These periods (with approximate 
ages) are as follows: the Sensori-motor Period (from birth 
to 18 months), the Concrete Operations Period (from 18 
months to 11 years old) with two subperiods--a Pre-opera¬ 
tions Subperiod (18 months to 7 years old) and a Concrete 
Operations Subperiod (7 years to 11 years), and the Formal 
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Operations Period (11 years to 15 years). 1 - Further, this 
developmental process involves complex interactions among 
four general factors: the experience of the child interact¬ 
ing with objects, the organic growth of the child, the so¬ 
cial interaction of the child with other human beings, and 
the equilibration process (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, pp. 152- 
159). Finally, this process is a biological, invariant 
course of cognitive development, that is, the periods always 
occur in the order given. 

The Sensori-motor Period 

The Sensori-motor Period is physical and the basis for 
all the development that ensues. The physical movements of 
the child become organized into reflexive schemes, such as 
looking and grasping. An infant's thinking is unreflective, 
very pragmatic in nature, and involves an imitative approach 
to life (Flavell, 1977, p. 56). The baby develops physical 
schemes in order to act upon the world. External data are 
assimilated into schemes and schemes change to accommodate 
the data; specifically, "assimilation to the child's own ac¬ 
tion prevails" (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, p. 118). The child 
perceives the world as identical with the child's actions; 
the child is not able to take the perspective of the other. 

'-Detailed descriptions of Piaget's cognitive develop¬ 
ment periods are widely available. The sources for the fol¬ 
lowing information, unless otherwise noted, are Flavell, 
1977, pp. 14-91 & 99-118; Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, passim; & 
Dreyer, 1984. 
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Within the sensori-motor period, there are six phases 
involving primary, secondary, and tertiary circular reac¬ 
tions: exploring, seeking objects as ends, and using objects 
as means towards ends. Also in the sensori-motor period ob¬ 
ject-permanence develops. As the label suggests, the child 
begins to realize that objects do not cease to exist when 
the child is not perceiving them, that objects are, or tend 
to be, permanent. The infant is unable to make representa¬ 
tions of objects in their absence until near the end of this 
period, in conjunction with the development of object-perma¬ 
nence. There is little overt language development in this 
period, and only indications of the semiotic function, but 
the foundations for language have been laid down. 

The Concrete Operations Period 

The pre-operations subperiod 

In this subperiod the child can do things, get things 
done, but cannot explain why, though the child can make an 
effort to explain. This lack of real explanation is the 
reason both this subperiod and the sensori-motor period are 
considered non-operational by Piaget. The child in this pe¬ 
riod has a tendency to focus on one aspect of a situation or 
problem, as opposed to seeing the whole situation; the 
child's attention is limited and narrowly focused. The 
child is literal minded; in asking a child in this stage to 
do a particular task, one runs the risk that the child will 
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do the task and nothing else that might normally be ex¬ 
pected. For example, the child may be asked to pick up the 
toys and may well pick up the toys most recently played 
with, leaving other toys and materials scattered and un¬ 
touched. The child's attention is on the immediate situa¬ 
tion: the toys being played with and the instructions being 
given. Deeper meanings and intentions are not noticed. 

Some of the other traits of a child in this subperiod 
are as follows. The child has animistic ideas, such as that 
the sun is alive. The child does not understand equiva¬ 
lences, identities, functions and reversibility, but is no¬ 
ticing some of these relationships. Pre-operational chil¬ 
dren are egocentric in viewing reality from their own per¬ 
spective and in believing that everyone else thinks as they 
do. Yet in this period the concept of object permanence is 
well-established, the first real signs of representational 
thought appear, and this ability increases noticeably 
(Piaget, 1977). Accordingly, the semiotic function develops 
rapidly as seen in the increasing activity of the child in 
language usage, drawing, deferred imitation, and dance. 

The concrete operations subperiod 

Now the child is really beginning to develop. Infer¬ 
ences are much better. The child is able to focus on mul¬ 
tiple aspects of a situation or problem, and soon will be 
able to focus on the whole picture. Objects can be, and 
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quite often are, manipulated, intentionally and consciously, 
by the child. The transformations are known by the child to 
be reversible--inversion, reciprocity, conservation; trans¬ 
formations are more important than states. The child is 
able to explain accurately, though with difficulty, some of 
the transformations and the relationships involved therein; 
that is, the child can explain why the amount of water in 
the short, wide container is the same amount of water when 
poured into a taller, thinner container. 

In this subperiod, representational abilities are much 
better as the child can do logical, propositional thinking. 
However, these abilities are still limited to tangible, con¬ 
crete objects in the child's real, physical world of experi¬ 
ence. The child cannot think about that which does not ex¬ 
ist; counterfactuals cannot be consistently understood and 
maneuvered. The child remains focused on the concrete pres¬ 
ent, on a literal interpretation of what is said; hence the 
"letter of the law" attitude is characteristic of children 
in this stage: Following the rules is more important than 
some other ideal such as truth or justice or harmony. Fur¬ 
ther, the child still tends to be much more cognitively ego¬ 
centric than decentered. The child's viewpoint is the per¬ 
spective that dominates all other perspectives; the child's 
representations of the world of physical objects are the 
only possible representations (Phillips, 1969, p. 102). Yet 
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the increase in representational abilities contributes to 
the further development of the semiotic function. 

The Formal Operations Period 

In the Formal Operations Period, the adolescent becomes 
liberated from the concrete, looks towards the future, and 
develops ideals. The transformations are understood and can 
be explained rather easily; most importantly, the adolescent 
understands and can explain the reversibility of the various 
transformations without the transformations' being physical¬ 
ly represented in front of the adolescent. Formal opera¬ 
tional thinkers can perform introspection; that is, they can 
think about thought. 

Counterfactual reasoning is possible; hypothetical rea¬ 
soning and the deduction of consequences can be done inde¬ 
pendently of the actual truth or falsity of the premises 
(Piaget, 1972, pp. 2-3). Abstract reasoning and alterna¬ 
tives to the present reality can be considered. Hypotheses 
can be, and are, developed and tested; hypothetical-deduc¬ 
tive reasoning involves orderly, syllogistic-style thinking, 
formal logic, and the development of the scientific method. 
Formal operational persons can imagine the possibilities, 
then verify or disprove the various possibilities via the 
systematic exploration of those possibilities and their 
possible combinations. 
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In this period decentration is more developed as more 
variables are considered: the self, the self's behavior, 
others, the world, and so on. Also, cognitive egocentrism 
involves the adolescent's new capacities as thinking extends 
into the hypothetical-deductive realm; adolescents can see 
other perspectives but tend to believe that their perspec¬ 
tives are the ideal ones (Phillips, 1969, p. 102). 

Language Development 

As suggested in the preceding section, language devel¬ 
opment in human beings occurs in conjunction with the devel¬ 
opment of the semiotic function and is based upon the devel¬ 
opment of action schemes that begin in infancy. As schemes 
develop, they become more complex, reorganizing themselves 
as data are assimilated and accommodated. The sensori-motor 
schemes are patterns of behavior that are based in, and de¬ 
velop out of, physical activity. Further, the semiotic 
function is based upon schemes or structures that involve 
patterns of representational behavior. These patterns are 
evolving and becoming more complex as the child develops. 
Structures incorporate and rearrange material, resulting in 
newly modified structures or patterns of organization. 

In Piagetian thought, language is one strand in the web 
known as the semiotic function; other strands include sym¬ 
bolic play, deferred imitation, drawing, and mental images. 
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All of these strands involve the child's ability to repre¬ 
sent some event or person or place or thing or action by 
means of some other event or person or place or thing or ac¬ 
tion. Object permanence is important in the development of 
the semiotic function; one needs to realize that the signi¬ 
fied, or the referent, is permanent in order to be able to 
represent it (Flavell, 1977, pp. 40-49 ). 

Language is not identical with thought but language en¬ 
hances thought; delays in linguistic development result in 
delays in thought development, as studies with deaf and 
blind children show (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, pp. 84-90). 

As language develops, it comes to exercise greater and 
greater influence upon the continued development of symbolic 
representation. Language enhances not only thought but also 
human communication with others (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969, 
pp. 56-57). Language assists humans in reducing cognitive 
egocentrism and in increasing decentration. "Language is 
the vehicle par excellence of symbolization, without which 
thought could never become really socialized and thereby 
logical" (Flavell, 1963, p. 155). 

The development of language depends upon the quality of 
the development of numerous other factors. These factors 
include infant reflexive schemes, equilibration, object per¬ 
manence, the interiorization of thought, decreasing cogni¬ 
tive egocentrism, increasing decentration, and the semiotic 
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function. Language is neither completely learned nor com¬ 
pletely preprogrammed but is rather the ongoing result of a 
complex set of factors. 

Revisions 

Piaget’s research has been revised by followers as well 
as by Piaget himself (Piaget, 1972; Piaget, 1977). The pe¬ 
riods remain invariant. However, the rate of progress 
through the stages varies much more widely than Piaget ini¬ 
tially believed, sometimes due to genetic factors, sometimes 
due to environmental factors, and sometimes due to a combi¬ 
nation of these factors. For example, children who are deaf 
or blind go through the stages more slowly than physically 
healthy children; urban children from Tehran proceed more 
rapidly through the stages than do children from the Iranian 
mountains (Piaget, 1977). 

Also, the rate of progress can vary due to the interest 
of the children in the materials being used; that is, a cu¬ 
riosity or interest or experience factor is involved. A 
child tested with unfamiliar materials would seem ’’slower" 
than a child tested with familiar materials. For example, 
using tinker toys with children who have never seen or used 
anything like tinker toys will result in those children 
being viewed as less developed than they otherwise might 
have been. "Thus, although formal operations are logically 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



147 


independent of the reality content to which they are ap¬ 
plied, it is best to test the young person in a field which 
is relevant to [that person's] career and interests" 

(Piaget, 1972, p. 1). Since persons can vary in cognitive 
development depending upon areas of interest and familiari¬ 
ty, stages can vary with the activity or topic (Piaget, 
1972). A person may function in formal operations in some 
areas and in concrete operations in other areas. 

Structure and Content (Data) 

Piaget often suggests that content is independent of 
structure, and this independence is clearest in the Formal 
Operations Period when a person has learned to think about 
possibilities without being limited by the concrete. Yet in 
his 1972 article in Human Development Piaget acknowledges 
the connection between content and structure in his recogni¬ 
tion that a young person's interest in and experience with a 
subject will assist that young person in advancing through 
the stages with respect to that subject area. In other 
words, advancing through the cognitive stages is related to 
content. Accordingly, if one lacks interest, then one will 
advance more slowly, if at all. If a person can be at dif¬ 
ferent stages depending upon the subject, then one can be 
formal operational in dealing with automobiles while still 
in concrete operations when it comes to sex-roles. 
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In response to Piaget's emphasis on distinguishing be¬ 
tween structure and data is Piaget's own theory of develop¬ 
ment, in which the process begins in sensori-motor behavior. 
Structures emerge as patterns of organizing physical ac¬ 
tions. If the structures are viewed as being distinct from 
behavior and content, then Piaget may be committing the fal¬ 
lacy of misplaced concreteness. That is, the patterns into 
which data have been and are being organized are taken to be 
real apart from their involvement with the data. Yet, as 
Piaget says, when the structures assimilate and accommodate 
to data, the structures are modified and content is incorpo¬ 
rated into reorganized structures. 

Cognitive Egocentrism 

Donaldson (1978, pp. 10-11, 19-25, 55-56) claims that 
children are not as egocentric as Piaget believes them to 
be; their apparent egocentrism involves a variety of factors 
in communication, in the children's dependency on nonverbal 
clues, and in working with materials that may or may not be 
familiar to the children. Donaldson shows that, if the sit¬ 
uation is familiar and the materials and tasks understood, 
egocentrism in young children is not as extreme as Piaget 
believed. A child "first makes sense of situations . . . 

and then uses this kind of understanding to help" in re¬ 
sponding to what is being asked (Donaldson, 1978, pp. 56). 

At least three factors are involved in a child's response to 
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tasks: (a) the child's knowledge of the language, (b) the 
child's assessment of what we intend based upon non-linguis- 
tic factors, and (c) the way in which the child would inter¬ 
pret the physical situation for themselves if the adults 
were not present (Donaldson, 1978, p. 68). Language in and 
for itself is difficult enough for a child to grasp. When 
testing situations are involved the situation becomes even 
more tricky. Accordingly, then, for the child, nonlin- 
guistic clues are very important (Donaldson, 1978, p. 69). 
When a child is able to use familiar materials and to cue in 
on the appropriate nonverbal signals, then decentration is 
more apparent, and cognitive egocentrism is lessened. 

Applications of Genetic Epistemology 

Stubbornness 

According to genetic epistemology, children begin 
learning in the sensori-motor period, and this learning 
continues through the concrete operations period. Young 
children incorporate much data before they begin speaking. 
And before children begin speaking, they have begun to un¬ 
derstand and communicate. Given the developmental processes 
and factors described by Piaget, if sexism enters into the 
developmental process early, then the sexist data are more 
likely to be carried along in the various reorganizations of 
structure and data that occur. In U.S. cultures, sexism 
communicated by means of images, tone of voice, feelings. 
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and understanding as in nonverbal cuing, dees enter the de¬ 
velopmental process at a prelinguistic level. For example, 
the image of "God the Father" is acquired very early. As 
Piaget and others have noted, assimilation is a conservative 
process, the data that enter a person's experience early are 
most difficult to alter. 

Language emerges as a very important factor in the cog¬ 
nitive developmental process. If the child's stimuli, from 
language and other sources, remain sexist, then the cogni¬ 
tive processes will be more likely to remain sexist. Since 
sexism and sexist language are quite common, the sexist data 
continue to be integrated into modified structures, adding 
to the sexism already present, unless ongoing conscious ef¬ 
forts are made to exclude the sexist material. Once ac¬ 
quired, language becomes a powerful influence upon the con¬ 
tinued development of symbolic representation. Even if a 
child has had no pre-linguistic sexist experiences, sexist 
language from external sources would begin to exercise great 
influence once language sufficiently develops. 

In concrete thought, a word literally is identical with 
the concept or event or object being named. For example, to 
a formal operations thinker in the study of religion, "God 
the Father" would probably not be construed literally as a 
male deity. However, to a concrete operations thinker, "God 
the Father" is literally a powerful male figure, especially 
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given the tradition and repetition re-enforcing that image. 
On the other hand, to a formal operations thinker, "God the 
Mother" should be equally unproblematic. Yet to a concrete 
operations thinker, the image of "God the Mother" probably 
is too dissonant to be assimilated because such an image 
would be beyond the range of images that has been embedded 
in the cognitive structures. Concrete thinkers tend to be 
stuck in a realm of literal experience. 

Given the developmental processes involved—adaptation, 
equilibration, and so on--content and structure are impor¬ 
tant; both help convey meaning. If language is sexist, then 
the behavior and the internal structures must be influenced 
in sexist ways because language develops out of behavior. 

And once language emerges out of the semiotic function, it 
in turn becomes a powerful influence, providing even more 
stimuli. If the new linguistic data are sexist, then the 
probability of sexism’s continuing increases. 

Transformation 

From genetic epistemology two foundations for transfor¬ 
ming from sexist language to inclusive language can be 
noted. One basis can be found in altering the initial data- 
-those first images, voice tones, and so on--that an infant 
encounters. If the data taken into the early development of 
structures are inclusive, then the probability of inclusive 
language developing will increase. Using inclusive language 


Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission. 



152 


and behavior from the very beginning of a child's life pro¬ 
vides one foundation for transformation. 

The other basis is to utilize the equilibration proc¬ 
ess. Small bits of dissonance, administered appropriately, 
can serve to adjust the structures to the point where in¬ 
clusive language becomes part of the structure. While it is 
possible that a radical dissonance can trigger a radical 
"breakthrough” experience in some persons, such experiences 
would seem to be minimal. If equilibrium with respect to 
sexism and sexist language is not disturbed, sexism and sex¬ 
ist language will become more and more entrenched. A con¬ 
stant, but not overwhelming, disruption of the equilibrium 
will get results, depending upon the context. Too much dis¬ 
sonance can easily result in the person turning off or re¬ 
verting to an earlier more comfortable, and probably more 
sexist, level of development. 

Since language, once it begins to develop, becomes a 
very important factor in cognitive development, utilizing an 
inclusive language would begin a process of developing cog¬ 
nitive structures with less and less sexism in them. New 
mental structures can be liberating from the past and inau¬ 
gurating of new activities towards the future (Piaget & 
Inhelder, 1969, p. 151). 
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The Story 

Applying Piagetian thought to the paradigmatic story 
introduced at the beginning of this study yields the follow¬ 
ing two results. First, girls seem more able to decenter 
than boys. The girls were able to imagine what they would 
do if they were boys as indicated by the girls actually 
identifying new vocational choices. Some boys apparently 
could decenter, could see the perspective of being a girl, 
did not like what they "saw,” and would rather be "nothing" 
or "dead" than be a girl. Most of the boys apparently could 
not decenter, since they could not respond to the question. 

Also, both the girls and the boys have adapted to so¬ 
cietal expectations as indicated by their vocational choices 
to both questions. In response to the question, "What do 
you want to be when you grow up?", the girls choose tradi¬ 
tional female occupations just as the boys choose tradition¬ 
al male occupations in response to the first question. In 
response to the second question, pretending to be the oppo¬ 
site sex now "What do you want to be?", the girls were able 
to select traditional male vocations. In this situation, 
the boys are either unable to participate or unwilling to 
consider the possibilities of being a girl in a patriarchal 
society. Those boys who can consider the possibility of 
being girls do not like that possibility; they have adapted 
all too well. 
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Concluding Remarks 


Piaget's research focused on the origins and develop¬ 
ment of human knowledge, beginning with the child's first 
physical movements and continuing with the study of how one 
structure changes into another structure. Piaget discovered 
an invariant sequence of structures, though further research 
has altered the original timetable and the scope of the 
process. Initially Piaget believed that a child either was 
completely in a particular Stage or Period in all of its 
mental activities or not in that particular period. Later 
Piaget came to believe that a child's familiarity with the 
materials being used and interest in the topics being dis¬ 
cussed did affect the child's development. That is to say, 
children can move through the stages at varying speeds de¬ 
pending upon environmental and physical factors; also a 
child can move at varying speeds through different topics. 
Accordingly, a child can be formal operations in all or most 
areas, or formal operations in some areas but not all. What 
remains constant is the impact that the early experiences 
have on the child; once data get into the system, such data 
are difficult to remove. 

Structures deal with data, otherwise the structures 
would be organizing nothing, operating on air. Data upset 
the equilibrium of the organism, thereby triggering the 
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equilibration process. So, content is involved in the de¬ 
velopmental process. If the data are sexist, as in the case 
of the linguistic environment into which children are born 
and within which children are raised, then the children will 
integrate sexism into their cognitive structures. Sexism 
will be part of the very fabric of their thought and lan¬ 
guage, as is demonstrated in the paradigmatic story of the 
children that opens this study. Providing inclusive data-- 
images, language, and so on--in lieu of sexist language 
data, is one way of beginning to transform society from pa¬ 
triarchy to inclusivity, although providing an inclusive 
environment would seem quite improbable in today’s society. 
For those of us with sexist structures already well-deve¬ 
loped, the means of change involve providing appropriate 
dissonance, such as inclusive or nonsexist language, that 
upsets our equilibrium and encourages us to develop a criti¬ 
cal awareness of our use of language. 
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Chapter 6 

A Summary of Insights from Whitehead, Whorf and Piaget 

The tripartite thesis of this study is (a) that lan¬ 
guage shapes how human beings perceive reality, (b) that the 
development of theoretical constructs can help explain re¬ 
sistances to and possibilities for inclusive language, and 
(c) that the implementation of inclusive language is an im¬ 
portant goal for religious education. The goal in this 
chapter is to demonstrate that the results of the explora¬ 
tions conducted in Chapters 4, 5, and 6 support the claims 
that language shapes how human beings perceive reality and 
that the development of theoretical constructs can help ex¬ 
plain resistances to and possibilities for inclusive lan¬ 
guage. 1 Towards fulfilling the goal, this chapter is or¬ 
ganized as follows: (a) a discussion of the role of language 
in shaping perception, in light of the work of Whitehead, 
Whorf, and Piaget; (b) a presentation of theoretical con¬ 
structs from the work of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget as 
they help explain resistances to and possibilities for in¬ 
clusive language; (c) a discussion of the paradigmatic story 
that opens this study from the perspectives of Whitehead, 
Whorf, and Piaget; and (d) concluding remarks. 


1 The third part of the thesis, the aspect dealing with 
the implementation of inclusive language as an important 
goal for religious education, is discussed in Chapter 7. 
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Language and the Perception of Reality 

All three perspectives presented in this study support 
the first subthesis, that language shapes how human beings 
perceive reality. Of the three perspectives used in this 
study, Whorf's linguistic relativity is the clearest in its 
support of the first subthesis. In fact, most of the in¬ 
tense debate about Whorfian thought involves exactly this 
point--the degree to which language affects human percep¬ 
tion, thought, and behavior. Those thinkers who most fer¬ 
vently reject linguistic relativity believe that the shaping 
of human perception of reality by language is minimal, if 
real at all. Even among those thinkers who accept some form 
of linguistic relativity, there is debate over the degree to 
which language affects human perception of reality. Given 
the interpretation of linguistic relativity presented in 
Chapter 4, human language shapes human perception of reality 
to the degree that the language is unconsciously accepted, 
used, and perpetuated. Further, sexist linguistic habits 
contribute to both perception and behavior, which themselves 
then tend to be sexist. From the perspective of Whorfian 
thought, language shapes how human beings perceive reality. 

Whitehead's philosophy of organism provides more ob¬ 
vious support for the first subthesis than does Piaget's 
genetic epistemology but less obvious support than does 
Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity. The results of 
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the exploration in Chapter 3 of Whiteheadian thought indi¬ 
cate that language is one of the factors that does shape how 
human beings perceive and interpret the events and patterns 
of events which constitute reality. An additional result is 
that the more sexist the linguistic world of a person is, 
the more likely it is that the person's perception of social 
reality is also sexist. There are, of course, factors that 
influence language, factors such as thought and behavior; in 
a philosophy of organism, influence is multidirectional. 
Within Whiteheadian thought, while human language does not 
unilaterally control human perception of reality, human lan¬ 
guage is nevertheless a very important factor in shaping how 
human beings perceive reality. 

Of the perspectives used in this study, genetic episte¬ 
mology is least obvious in its support of the first subthe¬ 
sis. However, support is available. Structures affect per¬ 
ception, with sensorimotor activities providing the founda¬ 
tion for all the development that follows, including cogni¬ 
tive and semiotic development. These structures are influ¬ 
enced by language. Language affects perception, then, by 
means of the incorporation of linguistic content into the 
structures upon which the equilibration process works. For 
example, language encourages a worldview in which "things," 
not processes, are the basic units, and such a worldview de¬ 
velops in children around the age of 10 years old (Fetz, 
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1988, pp. 268-271). At the age of 10 the child is in the 
Concrete Operations Period, with a very literal outlook, and 
language has had enough time to do its work. Since the type 
of language used affects the perception of reality, a con¬ 
stantly used sexist language contributes to a sexist percep¬ 
tion of reality. According to the presentation in Chapter 
5, genetic epistemology supports the claim that language 
shapes how human beings perceive reality. 

The Development of Theoretical Constructs 
Theoretical constructs can be used to explain both the 
resistance to inclusive language and the possibilities for 
inclusive language; such constructs have been presented in 
the preceding chapters. The resistance to inclusive lan¬ 
guage has been discussed in conjunction with the stubborn¬ 
ness of sexist language. The possibilities for inclusive 
language have been discussed in conjunction with the possi¬ 
bilities for transformation to inclusive language. The re¬ 
sistance of sexist language can be explained, not explained 
away, using Whiteheadian thought or Whorfian thought or 
Piagetian thought or some combination of these perspectives. 
Likewise, within each of these perspectives are some bases 
for hope, that is, some conceptual possibilities for encour¬ 
aging inclusive language. 
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Philosophy of Organism 

From the viewpoint of the philosophy of organism, re¬ 
sistance to inclusive language is closely connected with the 
stubbornness of sexist language, and sexist language is tru¬ 
ly persistent. Sexist language has long been dominant in 
the English-language tradition; sexist linguistic habits are 
deeply embedded in the metaphysical process. Sexist lan¬ 
guage events are much more prevalent in the initial data, 
including propositions, than are inclusive-language events, 
and thereby are more likely to be selected by language-using 
creatures. The power of the past, especially of repetition, 
increase the stubbornness of sexist language and thereby 
also increase the resistance to inclusive language. For 
humans these factors work on unconscious as well as con¬ 
scious levels. If the data are predominantly sexist, then 
language is likely to be sexist; also the accompanying 
thought, perception, and behavior are more likely to be 
sexist, since these aspects are interrelated. 

Within a philosophy of organism, possibilities for 
transforming to inclusive language can be based upon the 
freedom of creatures and the lure of the Divine. Choices 
are made from among possibilities, and each creature has 
some degree of freedom; human beings especially have more 
self-determination than other creatures. Within the initial 
data and propositions, there are elements or strands of 
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inclusive language that are available for selection by 
individuals. Individuals can, given self-determination and 
some inclusive-language data, cultivate a habit of inclusive 
language that would replace their sexist language habit. 
Developing a habit of inclusive language may take many 
starts. Also, selection from the initial data can be guided 
by the lure of the Divine towards inclusiveness, including 
inclusive language. If the lure of the Divine is towards 
inclusiveness, including inclusive language, then choices 
towards exclusiveness, including sexist language, are a form 
of ignoring the Divine and of perpetuating patriarchal pow¬ 
er. The philosophy of organism provides explanations for 
both the persistence of sexist language and the possibility 
of an emerging inclusive language. 

Linguistic Relativity 

Whorf's linguistic relativity clearly indicates the 
connections between language, thought, perception, and be¬ 
havior. The implication is that sexist language will con¬ 
tribute to sexist thought, sexist perceptions, and sexist 
behavior. From the perspective of Whorfian thought, the use 
of sexist language has a powerful influence on the thought, 
perception, and behavior of the individual. Further, the 
influence is stronger, the more unaware a person is of that 
influence. With this lack of critical consciousness comes 
an acceptance of "natural logic" or "common sense" regarding 
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language. Finally, insofar as language is treated as back¬ 
ground phenomenon, this treatment contributes to deeply em¬ 
bedded linguistic habits. 

The primary basis for inclusive language involves de¬ 
veloping critical consciousness regarding linguistic usage. 
Developing a critical self-awareness of one’s linguistic 
habits can assist a person in using more appropriate lan¬ 
guage, including inclusive language. Critical consciousness 
can be developed in both adults and children. Adults can 
learn, although expanding horizons beyond one's linguistic 
tradition can be difficult. While Whorf never applied his 
own insights to sexist language, his appreciation for Native 
American languages demonstrates that adults can go beyond 
their linguistic traditions. Introducing inclusive language 
early and comprehensively would help children develop habits 
of inclusive language. New languages can be learned; chil¬ 
dren need not be linguistically stifled. Further, changing 
the language can help alter a person's thought, perception, 
and behavior. Sexist linguistic habits can be changed into 
habits of inclusive language, and such change will contrib¬ 
ute towards inclusive practice. Whorfian thought can help 
to explain both resistance to and possibilities for inclu¬ 
sive language and therefore supports both parts of the 
second subthesis. 
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Genetic Epistemology 

Piagetian thought can help to illuminate the pervasive 
stubbornness of sexist language by pointing to the lack of 
early experience in inclusive language, the concrete nature 
of thought that is not escaped, and the lack of appropriate 
dissonance in the course of development. From a Piagetian 
perspective, when sexist language is part of the ongoing 
cognitive development of a child, then the child is more 
likely to organize interpretive schemes that contain sexist 
data as part of the structure, thereby influencing the 
child's view of the world. The child's ongoing equilibra¬ 
tion process will be continually influenced by the sexist 
elements of the structures; that is, sexist language is 
adapted into the patterns of behavior and neural functioning 
early in a child's life, and what is impressed early is hard 
to eliminate: Assimilation is a conservative process. 

Given the quantity of sexist language encountered in 
the United States of America, it is not surprising that pa¬ 
triarchal standards are accepted too easily by those persons 
who remain somewhere within the Concrete Operations Period. 
People who remain in the Concrete Operations Period tend to 
take what is said literally and have difficulty in dealing 
with meanings intended beyond a literal interpretation of 
words involved. Further, if accommodation is to be success¬ 
ful, dissonance needs to be appropriate to the person as 
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well as appropriate to the circumstances. If the dissonance 
is too great, then the organism is likely to shut down, not 
see, or in some way ignore the data; if the dissonance is 
too little, then the change in the structures is minimal. 

One basis for transformation would be in altering the 
data for all persons, but especially for young children; 
data include tone of voice, images, phrases, words, and 
more, so that the developing structures can incorporate in¬ 
clusive as opposed to sexist data. The other basis for in¬ 
clusive language involves the appropriate use of dissonance. 
For adults especially, small bits of dissonance such as mod¬ 
eling, stories, examples, and personal experiences can be 
used to encourage decentering and counter factual thinking. 
Increasing experience and appropriate dissonance can aid the 
transformation to inclusive language and reduce sexist lan¬ 
guage. The use of appropriate inclusive language will in¬ 
fluence the content to which the structures adapt, thereby 
moving the structures towards more inclusivity. The more 
the structures and the content are influenced by inclusive 
language, the more likely that perception, thought, and be¬ 
havior also will be inclusive. Theoretical constructs from 
genetic epistemology can help to explain both resistance to 
and possibilities for inclusive language. 
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The Story 

Within a Whiteheadian perspective, most children have 
been strongly influenced by the power of the past, and that 
past contains far greater amounts of sexist data, including 
sexist language, than of inclusive data. Further, the sex¬ 
ist data are much more easily accessible than are the inclu¬ 
sive data. Using inclusive language is very nontraditional 
and therefore unlikely to be imagined by children raised and 
socialized in a sexist milieu. In the representative story 
that opens this study, the girls seem more willing to par¬ 
ticipate than do the boys in that the girls respond to the 
question of what they would like to be if they were boys. 

The girls also appear to be more aware of other possibili¬ 
ties, even within the patriarchal culture of which they are 
products. Even so, both the girls and the boys are clearly 
products of their culture. With increasing use of inclusive 
language, the possibilities for children to be able to par¬ 
ticipate in the exercise and not change their vocational 
choices based upon sex also would increase. 

Within the perspective of Whorfian thought, the chil¬ 
dren have been raised in a society in which the linguistic 
habits have, for the most part, encouraged male human beings 
and discouraged female human beings. Young children repat¬ 
tern and are otherwise creative with language, but in the 
socialization process creativity is suppressed; conformity 
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is strongly encouraged and rewarded. Children come to par¬ 
ticipate fully in the dominant language of the culture. 
Children come to accept language as a background phenomenon 
as well as to accept the view of natural logic or common 
sense toward language--namely, that anyone who speaks a lan¬ 
guage fluently is an expert user of that language. In the 
narrative when the girls choose traditionally male vocations 
which have high public esteem, this indicates that most of 
the girls recognize, at least unconsciously, the situation 
in which they find themselves. Likewise, when some of the 
boys would rather be "dead" or "nothing" than be a girl, 
this indicates that some of the boys, at least unconscious¬ 
ly, recognize the patriarchal situation in which they are 
located. Since children are not encouraged to develop a 
critical awareness regarding language, children are con¬ 
trolled by the language. 

Within the perspective of Piagetian thought, the chil¬ 
dren in the story have adapted all too well to societal ex¬ 
pectations, as is indicated in their responses to the ini¬ 
tial question--"What do you want to be when you grow up?" 
This adaptation represents what happens to children all too 
frequently. However, the dissonance introduced by the re¬ 
quest to pretend to be the opposite sex and then to respond 
to the same question seems to be accommodated by the girls 
better than by the boys, given the levels of response. The 
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girls may well be able to handle this dissonance because 
they have experienced a similar dissonance in the conflict 
between their own feelings, thoughts, and hopes and the 
views dominant in society. This previous experience of dis¬ 
sonance would then contribute to the overall cognitive de¬ 
velopment of the girls, as well as to the ability of the 
girls to decenter and to use counter factual thinking. Both 
their ability to decenter and to use counterfactual thinking 
are indicated in the girls* willingness to participate in 
their exercise. 

The lack of dissonance between their own experience and 
societal expectations would appear to contribute to the un¬ 
willingness of most of the boys to participate in the rever¬ 
sal exercise. This unwillingness to participate indicates 
an inability to decenter or to use counterfactual thinking. 
The children are functioning in the Concrete Operations 
Period, with the adaptation being such that the boys tend to 
be slightly more literal and the girls tend to be slightly 
more aware of other perspectives. 

Children see, hear, feel and otherwise receive informa¬ 
tion from television, family, peers, adults, parents, and 
many other sources. The vast majority of that information— 
the words, pictures, images, feelings, attitudes, tones, and 
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so on--promotes and confirms the stereotypes, that boys be¬ 
come doctors, girls become nurses, and all the rest. These 
stereotypes are learned by children beginning very early in 
their lives. Even in families where inclusivity and equal¬ 
ity are promoted, the non-home sources are so overwhelming, 
especially the mass media, that sexism is implanted and re¬ 
inforced; this early imprinting can be altered but effort is 
needed to do so. 

With respect to sexist language and inclusive language, 
speakers of English and similar languages are in the habit 
of using sexist language, such as the pseudo-generics "he" 
and "man," and these are used either alone or in conjunction 
with other words, such as mankind or mailman. Children 
hear, see, feel, and imitate, and another habit is establi¬ 
shed—a habit of linguistic sexism. Lamb suggests that the 
brain develops neural pathways that change and can be 
changed over time (Lamb as cited in Regan, 1988b, p. 8); 
perhaps, then, sexist pathways can be weakened and inclusive 
language pathways strengthened. The repetition of patriar¬ 
chal language serves to perpetuate societal norms, even pos¬ 
sible careers. Usually girls are not encouraged to consider 
all the possibilities, nor are boys. Girls are discouraged 
from some pursuits, such as science, and encouraged in 
others, such as nursing. Likewise boys are encouraged in 
some vocations, such as engineering, and discouraged from 
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others, such as child care. The society-wide implementation 
of truly inclusive language would contribute to the develop¬ 
ment of a more inclusive society. 

Concluding Remarks 

The perspectives of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget sup¬ 
port the first two parts of the thesis of this study, namely 
that language shapes human perception of reality and that 
theoretical constructs can help to explain both resistances 
to and possibilities for inclusive language. All three 
thinkers put emphasis on pre-1inguistic experience as the 
basis of thought; all three suggest that, once language de¬ 
velops, it comes to have a significant influence on thought. 
Further, thought influences perception and behavior in all 
three systems, and language influences perception and be¬ 
havior. The influence of language on thought, perception, 
and behavior is not, of course, unilateral; all of these 
factors are mutually influential. Finally, in all three 
systems linguistic habits are difficult to alter, but these 
habits can be altered; transformation is possible. Given 
the presentations of Whiteheadian, Whorfian, and Piagetian 
thought the first two parts of the tripartite thesis of this 
study have been supported. 

The views of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget are compati¬ 
ble with each other. A common emphasis on process, instead 
of an emphasis on substance, encourages the compatibility. 
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The philosophy of organism can be viewed as providing the 
overarching metaphysical framework within which linguistic 
relativity and genetic epistemology demonstrate more specif¬ 
ic and quite appropriate applications of a process perspec¬ 
tive. A point-by-point correspondence is not being claimed, 
but there appear to be significant overlaps, and the differ¬ 
ences seem to complement each other. While a more thorough 
integration of these three views is beyond the scope of this 
study, the material so far presented gives some indication 
of possible agreements among genetic epistemology, linguis¬ 
tic relativity, and the philosophy of organism. 2 


2 A synthesis of a Whiteheadian philosophy of organism, 
a Whorfian linguistic relativity, and a Piagetian genetic 
epistemology into a still more comprehensive paradigm has 
not been done, though there are some works in which the com¬ 
paring, contrasting, and integrating of two of the three 
schools of thought has begun. Some connections between 
Whorf and Whitehead have been explored in Olewiler (1971) 
and in Regan (1982). Connections between Piaget and Whorf 
have been explored in Bloom (1981). An initial comparison 
of the ontologies of Whitehead and Piaget has been made by 
Fetz (1988). Probably the most extensive integration of 
Whitehead and Piaget has occurred in The Anisa Model. The 
Anisa Model is an attempt to provide a comprehensive educa¬ 
tional system, with Whiteheadian thought and Piagetian 
thought providing the conceptual framework. For a sampling 
of The Anisa Model, see Jordan (1974), Jordan & Shepard 
(1972), Jordan & Streets (1973), Kalinowski & Jordan (1973), 
Raman (1975), and Streets & Jordan (1973). 
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Chapter 7 

The Importance of Inclusive Language 
for Religious Education 

Whether "the implementation of inclusive language is an 
important goal for religious education" (the third subthesis 
of this study) depends upon multiple factors. Among these 
factors are the influence language is believed to exert on 
thought, perception, and behavior; the description of reli¬ 
gious education being considered; how the relationship be¬ 
tween religious education and theology is construed; and the 
view held of the relationship between patriarchy and the re¬ 
ligious institution involved. Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6 of 
this study demonstrate the important role that language 
plays in human life, given the perspectives of Whitehead, 
Whorf, and Piaget. In considering the third subthesis, this 
chapter contains sections on the description of religious 
education used in this study and its relationship to theol¬ 
ogy/ patriarchy and the Christian church, a case for inclu¬ 
sive language within Christianity, and a direct discussion 
of whether or not "the implementation of inclusive language 
is an important goal for religious education." 1 

'-Religious education in general is the main focus of 
this study. Most of the examples used come from Christian¬ 
ity because I am most familiar with that tradition. Howev¬ 
er, neither theology nor religious education should be con¬ 
strued as involving only Christianity. Inclusive language 
is threatening to patriarchal theology wherever that type of 
theology is found. 
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Religious Education and Theology 

According to the description of religious education 
presented in Chapter 2 of this study, a description based 
largely upon Whitehead's philosophy of education, religious 
education involves helping people find ways to live with 
integrity, ways that maintain and encourage healthy lives 
and relationships, and to overcome the isolation and self¬ 
ishness that are moving the human species towards extinc¬ 
tion. Duty and reverence, as referred to by Whitehead, re¬ 
flect concern for the obligation of human beings to learn, 
to exercise that learning as appropriately as possible 
throughout daily living, and to realize that every moment is 
sacred and in some way connected with every other moment. 

The present emerges out of the past, and the future arises 
out of the present. In addition to being inclusive, this 
view of religious education is comprehensive. That is, all 
true education is religious education. Further, 

[A] genuinely religious education will be one 
that rages against all separation, division and 
injustice. It will also be one that includes 
the voices of persons everywhere in attempting 
the educational work of interpreting the totality 
of human reality and experience. (Withers, 1985, 
p. 652) 2 


2 0ne criticism of feminist theology is that it is too 
white, too limited in the socioeconomic experience from 
which it draws and to which it appeals, and too Western. 
One result of this narrowness is that issues of race, eth¬ 
nicity, and socioeconomic status (class) are too often ig¬ 
nored. Examples of this criticism can be found in Grant 
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The relationship between religious education and theol¬ 
ogy can be construed in different ways. Traditionally, re¬ 
ligious education has been considered the servant of theol¬ 
ogy. Theology discussed and decided what was important; the 
job of religious education was to convey, by appropriate 
means, the decisions of theology to the laity. Alternative¬ 
ly, the relationship between religious education and theol¬ 
ogy implied in this study is more complex than the tradi¬ 
tional view. The interconnectedness among language, 
thought, perception, and behavior indicated in this study 


(1989), Pui-lan (1985), and Williams (1985 & 1986). Grant 
(1989) provides a comprehensive discussion of the narrowness 
of Feminist theology and states that Feminist theology is 
both too white and racist (Grant, 1989, p. 199). According¬ 
ly, Grant suggests that women of color should refer to them¬ 
selves "womanists" (as described by Alice Walker) instead of 
feminists (Grant, 1989, p. 203). Grant also believes that a 
wholistic theology would best begin with a complex analysis 
of black women’s experience because their experience in¬ 
volves race, sex, and class issues (Grant, 1989, p. 198). 
Grant also challenges womanist theology to deal with the 
sexism in traditional language. Beginnings have been made 
to deal with the aforementioned critique as, for example, in 
Brock (1992), Pui-lan (1983 & 1984) and Russell, Pui-lan, 
Isasi-Diaz, & Cannon (1988). For a non-theological discus¬ 
sion of the issues of race, sex, and class see Weis (1988). 

As indicated in Chapter 1 (p. 22), addressing these 
important concerns is beyond the scope of this study. How¬ 
ever, the approach to inclusive language taken in this study 
is intended to support such an effort. Inclusive language 
would support developing an inclusive theology. Paying at¬ 
tention to all the ways in which language is used to oppress 
and deceive is part of the view of inclusive language used 
in this study. Further, seriously accounting for all expe¬ 
rience, especially the experience of "the least of these" is 
part of the spirit of Whiteheadian spirit of this study. 
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gives rise to an interactive view of the relationship be¬ 
tween religious education and theology. Developments and 
discussions occurring in religious education have an effect 
upon developments and discussions occurring in theology. 

The influence of religious education upon theology can range 
from the very minimal and not very obvious to the more in¬ 
fluential and more overt. The complex interplay among lan¬ 
guage, thought, behavior, and perception, as indicated in 
Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6, suggests that developments in reli¬ 
gious education do feed back into and influence theology. 

The perspectives discussed in this study indicate the 
influence that language has on many other aspects of life 
and how this influence can ripple throughout various arenas 
of human endeavor. An intentionally patriarchal theology, 
be it conscious or unconscious, is reinforced by, and rein¬ 
forces, sexist language. Likewise, an inclusive theology is 
reinforced by and reinforces inclusive language. Discrep¬ 
ancies between a theology and the language used in discus¬ 
sing that theology can lead to problems, such as some per¬ 
sons* being left out or a perspective's being undermined. 

The importance, or lack of importance, of inclusive language 
for religious education varies from individual to individual 
or from group to group. Inclusive language, given the per¬ 
spectives of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget, is an important 
factor in promoting other types of inclusivity. 
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Patriarchy and the Church 

One of the contexts in which patriarchy is involved is 
with the Christian Church. The patriarchal view of men as 
superior to all other beings has been, and still is, rein¬ 
forced by the God-the-Father language that dominates most 
church settings today (Gray, 1982, p. 72). Many, perhaps 
most, church members indicate that for them God is beyond 
male and female, yet the words most used to describe God are 
male terms which also put God at the top of a pyramid of 
power (Withers, 1980, p. 82). 

Nowhere is woman's experience of male-dominated 
language more pervasive than in the church and 
synagogue. Such "he" language is applied "in 
the generic sense" to God, to the preacher, to 
the worshiper. In hymns, liturgies, and styles 
of government, religious life is male-oriented. 

It is generic nonsense to say that women are 
included linguistically when they are excluded 
by so many practices. (Russell, 1974, p. 95) 


That God is really conceived of as male can be seen in 
other ways as well. Try asking yourself or the people 
around you or your students if you are involved in a teach¬ 
ing situation to replace the term God with the term Goddess 
for merely 30 days; note the reactions and then note how 
many actually attempt the task. One author reviewed 328 
hymns requested on a British Broadcasting Corporation show 
and found the single most frequent image to be a male god 
with power over others; no female nouns or pronouns were 
found in any of the hymns, and only a few neutral pronouns 
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were found (Wren, 1989, pp. 115-122). Of course the incor¬ 
porating of patriarchy begins early in life. 

Even a small child on the street who couldn't 
care less about a transcendental being will 
say any time, "Of course God is a man. He has 
a beard, hasn't he?" And the male child, as a 
man, and the male-identified woman unconsciously 
identify with the male rulership of the world. 

(Morton, 1985, p. 180) 

Resistance to using inclusive language occurs in the 
Christian Church and is a clear indication that discussions 
over language are not just debates about "mere words." "If 
few people believe the Divine is sexed however, whence the 
resistance to words that alternatively describe God/ess as 
female and male. He and She?" (Smith, 1985, p. 635). If 
people really believe that the Divine is beyond sex, then 
there should be no debate over using female terms and fem¬ 
inine imagery for the Divine, assuming those terms and that 
imagery to be Biblically based. Since the debate continues, 
many, perhaps most, Christians really do believe, perhaps 
unconsciously, that the Divine is male. "The resistance to 
changing male God language would indicate (even in the face 
of violent denial) that the male God is meant" (Morton, 

1985, p. 150). 

Joanmarie Smith suggests that the responses of the boys 
to the question of what they would like to be when they grow 
up if they were girls (in the paradigmatic story that opens 
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this study) is strongly conditioned by the use of exclusive 

language and by the identification of the male with the 

human discussed previously. 

If human beings are made in the Divine image but 
that image is male, then men and boys will be con¬ 
stantly re-enforced in their God-like identity and 
women will be considered and will consider them¬ 
selves as other and less than human. (Smith, 1985, 
pp. G38-639) 


Patriarchy also affects the materials used in church 
educational programs. Sexual discrimination exists in the 
pictures, stories, and curriculum in the Christian Church 
(Morton, 1985, p. 24). 

The church has published material that molds 
little children into these stereotyped roles 
while they are still in preschool. Before most 
children can utter the word God they have started 
to listen to culture tell them who they are. 

(Morton, 1985, p. 7) 

If the Christian Gospel being proclaimed is truly in¬ 
clusive, then the language used in proclaiming that Gospel 
needs to reflect the full range of inclusivity in the Church 
and especially with respect to the Divine. Since the lan¬ 
guage currently is not really inclusive, it follows that the 
Christian Gospel currently being proclaimed is not inclusive 
(Withers, 1984, pp. 11-12). "Resistance on the part of the 
church to deal with an inclusive gospel has made it clear 
that the theology we have known has been patriarchal to the 
core" (Morton, 1985, p. 20). 
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Inclusive Language within Christianity 

The case for inclusive language in the Christian tra¬ 
dition has been made by, among others, Groome (1991), 
Hardesty (1987), Withers (1980 & 1984), and Wren (1989). 

Only one of the general approaches used in promoting in¬ 
clusive language within Christianity is discussed here. 

This approach involves using the Christian Bible in various 
ways. One way is to point out the nature of Biblical trans¬ 
lation. Another way uses Biblical verses to show how using 
only male language violates God's will as set forth in the 
Bible. A third way points to Jesus of Nazareth as portrayed 
in the Christian Scriptures. Each of these ways of using 
the Christian Bible is presented below. 

Describing the ongoing nature of Biblical translation 
is one way to justify moving towards the use inclusive lan¬ 
guage in Christianity. The Bible is considered a sacred 
document by Christians, and the language used in the Bible 
to refer to the Divine has been and continues to be taken 
quite seriously. Much of the sexism in Christianity and the 
language used therein is based upon inaccurate or inappro¬ 
priate translation of the Bible. With ongoing research, the 
accuracy of translations improves and a wider variety of 
names and images becomes available for use in the Christian 
Church (Throckmorton, 1985, pp. 527-528). In addition to 
the traditional masculine references to the Divine, such as 
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"father" and "lord," the Bible also contains references like 
"mother," "midwife," "potter," "baker," "rock," and "light" 
(Groome, 1991, pp. 24-25). This variety of images in the 
Christian Bible supports the case for inclusive language, 
and using the full range of Biblical language referring to 
the Divine promotes inclusive language. 

Using overwhelmingly male terms in referring to the Di¬ 
vine appears to be in conflict with two important Biblical 
injunctions. Using only or primarily male terms for the Di¬ 
vine may well lead to idolatry. Idolatry can be described 
as "the worship and/or perpetuation of any image or kind of 
image of God as though it were God" (Withers, 1984, p. 28). 
Idolatry stems from violating the Second Commandment, as 
found in Exodus 20:4: "You shall not make for yourself an 
idol, whether in the form of anything that is in heaven 
above, or that is on the earth beneath, or that is in the 
water under the earth" (NRSV). The traditional Christian 
practice of using an overwhelming amount of male terminology 
in referring to the Divine easily leads to identifying the 
male with the Divine when the Divine is claimed to be beyond 
both female and male. Such inappropriate identification may 
well be idolatrous. Using a variety of images could help 
prevent such inappropriate identification (Hardesty, 1987, 

p. 10). 
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Additionally, as Clarkson (1990, p. 44) suggests, using 
predominantly male-terms for the Divine and the so-called 
generics such as "man" and "he" violates the spirit of Gala¬ 
tians 3:28: "There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no 
longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female, 
for all of you are one in Christ Jesus" (NRSV). Using a 
variety of images to refer to the Divine and a variety of 
ways to refer to human beings would appear to be more con¬ 
sistent with the claim made in Galatians 3:28 than are the 
current patriarchal practices. 

In the portrayal of Jesus of Nazareth found in the 
Christian Bible, two points support the case for inclusive 
language. One point involves Jesus’ attitude and behavior 
towards women. Wren (1989) suggests that the way Jesus be¬ 
haved towards women was very extraordinary for his time and 
that this quite positive and non-patriarchal treatment of 
women may well have contributed to Jesus' death (Wren, 1989, 
pp. 175-182). Further, if Jesus is the model to imitate, 
then Christian men need to behave very differently. "Chris¬ 
tian men are to give up male power and privilege and, by so 
doing, undermine the power and privilege of other patriar¬ 
chal males" (Wren, 1989, p. 179). And part of the power and 
privilege of patriarchal males is control of the language. 
The second point involves noticing that Jesus' maleness is 
not important regarding salvation. 
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A son is male, and of course the historical 
person, Jesus, was a man. But as the Gospels 
depict Jesus, his maleness is not said to have 
any significance for salvation. It is the fact 
that Jesus was human that is crucial, both for 
Jesus' designation as the Christ and for Jesus' 
work of salvation. (Withers, 1986, p. 273) 

First and foremost Jesus of Nazareth was a human being. 

"The Word became flesh" (John 1:14); this passage does not 
say that the word became male flesh. Using inclusive lan¬ 
guage would help the Christian Church "recognize the inclu¬ 
siveness of all humankind in the incarnation" (Withers, 

1986, p. 12). 

Inclusive Language as a Goal for Religious Education 
That "the implementation of inclusive language is an 
important goal for religious education" (the third subthe¬ 
sis) is not directly supported by the explorations conducted 
in Chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6. The presentations in those 
chapters tend to be primarily descriptive, with only touches 
of the type of prescription needed to support this subthe¬ 
sis. These presentations indicate that if the views of 
Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget are more accurate than not, 
then language is an important factor in thought, perception 
of reality, and behavior. In the following discussion, two 
general views of religious education are considered, one 
view of a traditional, conservative nature and the other of 
a more progressive nature. This discussion is intended to 
illustrate how the types of religious education and of 
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theology adopted can influence the type of language used in 
the practice of that religious education and theology. 

If religious education is viewed as communicating or 
training in a faith tradition, if that faith tradition and 
its theology are sexist, and if there is no movement for 
change within that tradition, then there would be neither 
the need nor the desire to implement inclusive language. 

In fact, one of the tasks of religious education in such a 
situation would be to perpetuate that tradition, including 
its sexism. Given the power of language, sexist language 
would be encouraged. Those religious groups that believe in 
and practice patriarchy, whether or not such belief and 
practice is openly admitted, will not want to use inclusive 
language, because such language would be potentially subver¬ 
sive. A Christian educator focused on conserving the tradi¬ 
tion may want to reinforce "God the Father, Jesus the Son," 
for example. 

Because society in the vast majority of its public out¬ 
lets, such as the mass media, and Christianity in the vast 
majority of its traditional outlets are already patriarchal, 
not much effort is needed to perpetuate patriarchy. None¬ 
theless, a conserving educator may want to emphasize explic¬ 
itly the traditional male-dominated nature of Christianity 
and may do so in lessons, prayers, conversation, pictures, 
and so on. Such an emphasis will provide much reinforcement 
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for the students, developing those linguistic habits early, 
pouring foundation for later construction. Such a view of 
religious education would not support the claim that inclu¬ 
sive language is an important goal for religious education. 

On the other hand, if religious education involves 
growing towards wholeness, justice, and fairness, then the 
case for inclusive language in religious education becomes 
stronger. For religious groups professing to promote inclu¬ 
sive, egalitarian forms of religion and who view religious 
education as one of the ways of moving closer towards such 
ideals, inclusive language can make a positive contribution. 
Some religious educators wish to be more inclusive in their 
language (and images) and to provide a more open, wide-rang¬ 
ing view of a Divine Parent, an eternal companion. Such a 
religious educator usually will have difficulty in getting 
immediately tangible results, given that the rest of the 
child’s environmental influences (family, school, music, 
friends, and especially television) promote, however uncon¬ 
sciously and intentionally, sexist language and other 
patriarchal values. Perhaps the best a progressive reli¬ 
gious educator can hope for is to plant some seeds in the 
patriarchal foundation of the child’s experience, seeds that 
eventually may grow through the cracks in the foundation as 
they occur. If the child’s family is on the same wavelength 
as the religious educator, then more hope is possible. 
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though the outcome will still be in doubt due to the influ¬ 
ence of the mass media and the other factors. Seeds may de¬ 
velop if and when the individual attains a critical con¬ 
sciousness regarding society, language, and patriarchy. 

An inclusive type of religious education, as proposed 
in this study, is about the business of transforming indi¬ 
viduals. Helping humans to treat each other with respect, 
care, and tolerance is part of this transforming process. 
Given the views of Whitehead, Whorf and Piaget, the language 
used throughout religious education, and especially through¬ 
out a child's environment, is important. The use of inclu¬ 
sive language is helpful in producing a more inclusive so¬ 
ciety by means of transforming persons and the religious 
communities in which those persons live. Therefore, "the 
implementation of inclusive language is an important goal 
for religious education." 
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Implementing Inclusive Language 

In preceding chapters, the complex relationships be¬ 
tween language, thought, perception and behavior as well as 
the stubbornness of sexist language and the possibilities 
for inclusive language have been explored using Whitehead’s 
philosophy of organism, Whorf's linguistic relativity, and 
Piaget's genetic epistemology. Also, in the previous chap¬ 
ter, the importance of religious education was discussed. 
This study concludes with a more practical turn. In this 
chapter are found a presentation of some strategies for 
those individuals wishing to use promote inclusive language 
in religious education; a discussion of some expectations 
and responses involved with implementing, or attempting to 
implement, inclusive language; and some concluding remarks. 

Strategies 

There are many ways to begin to implement inclusive 
language within religious education. In this section some 
general strategies that can contribute to the spread of 
inclusive language are considered. Before discussing the 
strategies themselves, some comments on the style or method 
of delivering an inclusive language strategy and on 
considering the audience when selecting a strategy are 
given. 
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How and when a strategy is used can be as important as 
the strategy itself; more generally, a strategy needs to be 
selected for the situation and the purpose of the educator. 
Some of these strategies are more appropriate for use with 
adults, especially the indirect techniques. Some of these 
strategies are more appropriate for use with children, such 
as flooding the environment with inclusive language and 
images. Some of these strategies can be used across age 
groups, as in the case of role-modeling. Further, an ap¬ 
propriate mixture of humor and seriousness, passion and 
lightness, lecturing and listening for a particular situa¬ 
tion is not always easy to find. Inclusive language educa¬ 
tors need to know their audience--to know if confrontational 
or if gentle techniques are more likely to be effective. 
Also, while sometimes logic can help effect change in human 
beings, most change in human life is not due to rational 
thought (Smith, 1985, p. 640). 1 The following strategies 
contain a mixture of rational and nonrational factors. 

Given the stubbornness of sexist language, inclusive lan¬ 
guage educators need to consider their audiences when decid¬ 
ing which strategies and techniques to use, when to use 
them, and how to use them. 

x Any logical approach can, and many times will, be ra¬ 
tionalized. However, given the philosophy of organism, 
there can be long-term benefits to giving rational arguments 
which then become part of the process and can be pondered. 
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Role-modelina and Self-Critiaue 

Persons who believe in and support inclusive language 
need to practice what they preach; that is, persons need to 
begin modeling in their own language, spoken and written, 
the type of language they wish others to use (Russell, 1985, 
p. 596). Role-modeling on the part of the educator is an 
appropriate strategy for all age groups. Otherwise, to 
claim to be inclusive and then to use language carelessly 
and in a sexist manner will leave one open to a charge of 
inconsistency. In order to model inclusive language, a per¬ 
son needs to be more self-conscious in language usage, to 
speak and write more slowly, with more thought and care. 

Self-conscious language use requires us to con¬ 
scientiously examine virtually every word that 
comes to mind before we say it and confront the 
PUD (Patriarchal Universe of Discourse) concep¬ 
tual structures we're striving to supplant and, 
simultaneously, create new ways of thinking. 

(Penelope, 1990, p. 213) 

Advocates of inclusive language should critically examine 
their own language because old linguistic habits are plen¬ 
tiful, deeply buried, and hard to eliminate. 

Penelope (1990), who directs her work towards women, 
makes a number of strategic suggestions that can be used by 
all those who wish to participate in the advance of inclu¬ 
sive language. These suggestions apply to individuals as 
well as to collectives. One suggestion is to identify and 
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explain linguistic tricks as soon and as often as one no¬ 
tices them (Penelope, 1990, pp. 175-179). For example, the 
terms domestic violence and pedophilia mask the male agency 
that causes the vast majority of both kinds of violence 
(Penelope, 1990, pp. 209-211). 

A second suggestion made by Penelope (1990) involves 
using humor to deflate patriarchal pretensions. "One way of 
developing our [women's] own place is to laugh at theirs 
[men's], to refuse to take their [men's] posturing and de¬ 
ceits seriously” (Penelope, 1990, p. 236). This can occur 
privately as well as publicly. One can chuckle to oneself 
or with one's friends at patriarchal language and habits. 

One also can use humor in front of the crowd, though some 
care may be needed since male reactions to public embarrass¬ 
ment can include physical violence or some other form of 
revenge. Nevertheless, humor appropriately used can be a 
powerful tool in the struggle for inclusive language. 

Even more to the point, Penelope (1990) suggests that 
"the surest way to end our [women's] complicity in the con¬ 
struction of male discourse is to stop pretending we're 
dumb" (Penelope, 1990, p. 229). According to Penelope, 
women need to develop their own ways of describing their 
experience and to become active creators of language, that 
is, to become "conscious speakers of English" (Penelope, 
1990, pp. 234 & 236). 
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More Strategies 

Strategies for promoting inclusive language come in a 
variety of styles, ranging from more directly confrontation¬ 
al approaches to more subtle indirect approaches. An effec¬ 
tive strategy for encouraging inclusive language in a given 
situation depends upon such factors as how well the educator 
knows the audience, the age of the audience, the expecta¬ 
tions of the audience, the intent of the educator, the for¬ 
mat of the presentation, the level of trust that exists be¬ 
tween the educator and the audience, the length of the meet¬ 
ing time, and so on. 

For example, an educator might want to shock an au¬ 
dience in order to stimulate thinking about sexist language 
issues and so might use techniques that directly confront 
patriarchal habits, such as referring to Goddess instead of 
God. Such a strategy runs the risk of creating too much 
dissonance (see Chapter 5 regarding Piaget), thereby causing 
most, if not all, of the audience to tune out the educator. 
On the other hand, the educator may choose to model inclu¬ 
sive language and not to raise the issue overtly. The dan¬ 
ger in this approach is that the role-modeling will not dis¬ 
turb the equilibrium enough to stimulate learning (see Chap¬ 
ter 5 regarding Piaget). In both situations, however, in¬ 
clusive language will have been introduced and become part 
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of the past and therefore of the initial data for future 
events (see Chapter 3 regarding Whitehead). 

In the following paragraphs four strategies are pres¬ 
ented. These strategies may differ in style but the goal, 
the implementation of inclusive language, is the same. In 
light of contextual and developmental differences discussed 
in earlier chapters, multiple strategies are needed to en¬ 
courage inclusive language. 

One strategy, perhaps most appropriate with progressive 
adult audiences, in the promotion of inclusive language in¬ 
volves shattering the old, patriarchal images, especially of 
Divinity. The shattering of exclusive or limited images 
makes room available for more positive, inclusive images 
(Morton, 1985, pp. xxii, 151, & 195-196). Piagetian thought 
supports the belief that human beings acquire images very 
early in life and these images are very difficult to alter. 
While intellectual concepts can be altered, images must be 
shattered (Morton, 1985, p. 181). For example, one of these 
deeply ingrained images is that of "God the Father." 

But to substitute Goddess, an exclusively female 
image, and one classed as pagan, in the place of 
God immediately confronts the maleness in God, 
which produces a shock, a shattering, and opens 
the way for exorcising the old image. (Morton, 

1985, p. 151) 

Other techniques that directly confront patriarchal 
images include reversing labels in religious institutions as 
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well as elsewhere. Reversing the labels would include using 
language that contradicts the image of God as a kindly, el¬ 
derly man: for example, using Mother Goddess in lieu of 
Father God (Morton, 1985, pp. 6 & 195-196). By shattering 
the old images and metaphors, the growth and development of 
language is encouraged. "It is mainly through metaphor that 
language expands and is enriched; that new words emerge; 
that social, personal, and political changes are forged" 
(Morton, 1985, p. 172). 

A second strategy, perhaps most appropriate with older 
children and young adults, involves getting the attention of 
the audience and "bending the tree the other way" (Smith, 
1985b, p. 27). Getting the attention of the class or au¬ 
dience can be done in shocking ways or more subtle ways. 

One exercise that can be used to get the attention of per¬ 
sons involves a discussion of who changes their name at mar¬ 
riage; usually, young women tend to be more willing to alter 
their surnames, while young men tend to be adamant about not 
changing their surnames (Smith, 1985b, pp. 28-31). Another 
exercise suggests comparing the commonly described charac¬ 
teristics of a mature person, a mature man, and a mature 
woman (Smith, 1985b, pp. 28-21). Making such comparisons 
can easily lead to a discussion of societal stereotypes and 
the role of language in perpetuating those stereotypes. 
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"Bending the tree the other way" involves using femi¬ 
nine imagery and language in the place of patriarchal images 
and language. After thousands of years of patriarchal lan¬ 
guage, counterbalancing is needed (Smith, 1985b, p. 27). 

One suggestion encourages the use of only female references, 
including Goddess, for 30 days. Smith believes that those 
who participate in such an exercise "will never be the same" 
(Smith, 1985a, p. 641). Getting an audience's attention and 
then "bending the tree the other way" rarely occurs easily. 
Sometimes both processes can be encouraged at the same time. 
"We can always call beings she just to get people's atten¬ 
tion and to force them to rethink their habitual choice of 
he and the expectations and assumptions about gender that 
underlie that choice" (Sheldon, 1990, p. 6). 

A third strategy for implementing inclusive language 
tends to be be more indirect than either of the preceding 
strategies. This approach involves the audience in various 
exercises that draw upon their own experiences as the basis 
for discussion. This strategy would seem most appropriate 
for adult audiences, although some of the techniques could 
be used with children and young adults. Discussion can in¬ 
clude the following topics: comparing the participants' ear¬ 
liest understandings of the Divine (Withers, 1980, p. 9); 
the theology implicit in the various hymns and prayers used 
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in worship (Withers, 1980, p. 9); the participants' experi¬ 
ences of being left out (or excluded) as well as their pos¬ 
itive experiences of being included in a group (Withers, 
1980, pp. 10-12); and the traits that the participants be¬ 
lieve the Divine to possess, including the sources of those 
traits, the authority of those sources, and the adequacy of 
those traits to experience (Withers, 1980, pp. 7-8). In all 
cases the discussion initially focuses on issues other than 
language, and then is brought around to deal more directly 
with sexist and inclusive language issues. 

Another indirect exercise involves having the partici¬ 
pants imagine what kind of world they would like to live in 
if they did not know what skin color or ethnicity or sex 
they would be; Joanmarie Smith has wondered "what men might 
consider to be just if they had to fancy a world in which 
they did not know whether they were going to be women or 
men" (Smith, 1985a, p. 638). In this strategy, the subjects 
of sexist and inclusive language are not raised directly but 
are discussed as they occur in the discussion or when they 
are raised by the participants. 

A fourth strategy, especially appropriate to young 
children, would be to flood their environment with inclusive 
language and images. This environment includes the family, 
the home, relatives, school, the mass media, the appropriate 
religious institution (mosque, temple, synagogue, church). 
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and friends. A family using inclusive language faces a dif¬ 
ficult task when the rest of the environment does not coop¬ 
erate. Currently the rest of the environment does not coop¬ 
erate very well. This strategy may be the most difficult to 
implement due to the multiplicity of persons, sub-environ¬ 
ments, and other factors (such as moneymaking) involved. 

Also this strategy can easily expand into efforts to influ¬ 
ence the language and images presented in non-home environ¬ 
ments; for example, letters could be sent to television sta¬ 
tions regarding their programming. This strategy has great 
long-term potential given the views of Whitehead, Whorf, and 
Piaget. The more inclusive language becomes part of the 
data, the more likely is the possibility of children growing 
up with inclusive thought, perception, and behavior. 

Other suggestions, including specific techniques, are 
available, both for general use and for specifically Chris¬ 
tian use. Some of the more general references include 
Maggio (1987), Nilsen et al. (1977), and Warren (1986). 

Some of the more specific Christian references include 
Hardesty (1987), Withers (1980), Withers (1984), and Groome 
(1991). With most of the suggestions, humor and patience 
are needed to help people to discuss the issues involved. 
Nevertheless, the basic goal is to increase awareness of the 
power of linguistic habits and to encourage the development 
new linguistic habits. 
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The way to escape from the distortions imposed 
by one's language is to acquire different con¬ 
ceptual systems that are presented by different 
languages. As you do this, you are actually 
using language to counteract the influences on 
our thinking of an unsophisticated use of lan¬ 
guage. (Lamb as cited in Regan, 1982, p. 29) 


Responses 

Lest anyone think that the implementation of inclusive 
language will be easy—it won't! Usually, inclusive lan¬ 
guage is neither easily implemented nor joyfully accepted. 
Sexist imagery and wording is buried deep in the human 
psyche and a few lexical changes will not have much impact 
(Morton, 1985, p. 194). The emotions associated with sexist 
imagery and wording are more ingrained than ideas about sex¬ 
ism: "[Elducation for change involves first overcoming re¬ 

sistance to change. Attitudes are highly resistant to 
change” (Withers, 1984, p. 33). In fact, some individuals 
may never be able to change their sexist language, unless 
some form of shock learning works. For such people, the 
male-as-the-norm "is so unconscious and so taken-for- 
granted" that change is very difficult, if not nearly impos¬ 
sible. Ruether explains, "The invisibility of women can 
never be seen by those for whom the generic 'man' is simply 
assumed to include 'women'" (Ruether, 1985, p. 58). One 
should even expect that much of the maintenance of the sta¬ 
tus quo and the opposition to change will come from women. 
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Not the least of our learnings is that the 
majority of women like the church and society 
the way they are. These 'Aunt Jane's' want to 
continue to be protected and supported. They 
want to be without sustained community and 
political responsibility. They like to be 
thought of, and treated as, the children they 
have become. (Morton, 1985, p. 5) 

On this point, then, there is agreement: Expect Resistance! 

Accordingly, the struggle for inclusive language, like 
other struggles for inclusiveness and human rights, will re¬ 
quire time, patience and persistence, as well as self-con¬ 
scious and intentional activity towards the intended goal. 
There will be disappointments along the way; there will also 
be some successes. In changing, or trying to change, lan¬ 
guage, these words of advice are wise: "[Claution: you are 
entering a solemn realm, an inner psychological world care¬ 
fully built up and in balance” (Withers, 1984, p. 34). 

Since such change takes time, one needs patience, confidence 
in the belief that Goddess is working with you, and comfort 
in the knowledge that one is expected to be faithful, not 
always successful (Withers, 1984, p. 34). 

For those who favor inclusive language and who begin 
the process of incorporating inclusive language into their 
own linguistic usage, a number of benefits may well follow. 
One consequence is that their awareness and understanding of 
inclusive language may begin to expand to include "our art 
and myths and gestures as well as our prosaic speech” 
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(Moore, 1985, p. 614). This consequence is to be expected 
given the perspectives presented in this study; if language 
affects thought, perception, and behavior, then language 
also affects other forms of human expression, such as art 
and gesture. Another value occurs from the naming of Divin¬ 
ity as She and in using a variety of images in doing so, 
such as mother, sister, midwife. "Since that society down¬ 
grades and disvalues what it labels 'feminine,' naming God 
as She means facing that downgrading head-on and hoping to 
break through it" (Wren, 1989, pp. 161-162). Confronting, 
revealing, and dealing with biases in constructive ways is 
healthy. A third benefit, related to the second, is that 
expanding and enriching our vocabulary about the Divine will 
lead to an enrichment of devotional life and to an increased 
awareness of sensitivity and prejudice, thereby making us 
better neighbors (Hardesty, 1987, p. 14). 

There are some negative possibilities associated with 
changing to inclusive language. One danger for those who 
really favor inclusive language is going too fast with the 
changes and scaring off individuals who are willing to 
change but who need to go more slowly in adapting to the 
changes and enjoying some of the benefits. A second adverse 
possibility involved with making changes too rapidly in a 
given situation is that a loss of financing as well as mem¬ 
bership may ensue. Neither of these consequences need be a 
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compelling reason for not going ahead with implementing 
inclusive language, but they are consequences that need to 
be considered in the move towards inclusive language. 

One form of resistance to inclusive language comes in 
the guise of lukewarm support. Smith (1985b, pp. 28-31) 
points out that in many instances apparent support for in¬ 
clusive language is really only a concession, perhaps given 
in order to avoid open argument and not because of any con¬ 
victions on the matter. The sexist linguistic habits are 
given a temporary veneer that comes off easily when a change 
in the group occurs. Those without conviction on the matter 
grow tired, bored, and impatient with the issue of language 
and want to move on to some more important topic. 

Eight objections to inclusive language regularly ap¬ 
pear. In the following paragraphs each of these objections, 
as well as an appropriate response is presented. 

The denial objection occurs when claims are made that 
language is neutral and that the real problem is in the sex¬ 
ist attitudes that lead to sexist language (Penelope, 1990, 
pp. 254-255; Wren, 1989, pp. 63-64). Sexist attitudes are 
important, and as the presentations on the perspectives of 
Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget suggest, the relationship be¬ 
tween attitudes and language is complex. Attitudes affect 
language, and language affects attitude. Also, if language 
were truly neutral, then using, for example, the generic 
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"she" should be no problem, but since such usage is clearly 
a problem in the society of the U.S.A. today, the language 
is not neutral. 

The creativity objection occurs when the claim is made 
that eliminating sexist expressions from English results in 
a stifling of the creativity of the writer (Penelope, 1990, 
pp. 254-255). In response to this objection, one can argue 
that because there are so many options in English from which 
to choose, creativity is actually encouraged by inclusive 
language. What is being challenged are the sexist linguis¬ 
tic habits which have been taken for granted; breaking those 
stifling habits is being promoted. 

The trivialization objection occurs when the claim is 
made that the real issues are substantial issues like "equal 
pay for equal work," that inclusive language is a distrac¬ 
tion raised by confused feminists (Penelope, 1990, pp. 254- 
255; Withers, 1985b, p. 645; Wren, 1989, pp. 63-64). As 
indicated by the results of this study, language is not a 
trivial factor in human thought, perception, and behavior. 
Also, if inclusive language were really a trivial issue, 
then there were not be much difficulty in changing from sex¬ 
ist language to inclusive language; however, since there is 
much difficulty in changing from sexist language to inclu¬ 
sive language, inclusive language is not a trivial issue. 
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The aesthetic objection occurs when the claim is made 
that even if there is sexist language, the inclusive alter¬ 
natives are not aesthetic and therefore can be rejected on 
the grounds of taste (Penelope, 1990, pp. 254-255). Aes¬ 
thetics are, in part, a matter of habit and of social con¬ 
vention. New habits can be developed, as this study has 
indicated with respect to language. Likewise social con¬ 
ventions, as well as individual preferences, change over 
time; humans can consciously and intentionally direct the 
changes. Humans can be creative in developing new aesthet¬ 
ics. Eventually, enough experience of inclusive liturgies, 
including inclusive language, will lead to overcoming the 
awkwardness (Hughes, 1985, p. 621). 

The negativity objection occurs when the claim is made 
that sexist language grows out of sexist social structures; 
changing the social structures will result in inclusive lan¬ 
guage (Penelope, 1990, pp. 254-255). Based upon the results 
of this study, the relationship between social structures 
and language is not unilateral. Social structures contrib¬ 
ute to the perpetuation of sexism, and sexist language con¬ 
tributes to the continuation of sexist social structures. 
Implementing inclusive language would remove one of the sup¬ 
ports for patriarchal social structures. 

The censorship objection occurs when the claim is made 
that an author has the right to use English in whatever way 
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the author wants, including sexist usages; to require inclu¬ 
sive language, it is claimed, constitutes a form of censor¬ 
ship (Penelope, 1990, pp. 254-255). By the same token, in 
the United States, publishing businesses do not have to ac¬ 
cept writing that does not meet their stated criteria. 
Businesses with stated criteria that include the use of in¬ 
clusive language need not accept sexist writing. Likewise, 
readers do not have to read material that does not meet 
their personal criteria; disapproval can be expressed by a 
refusal to purchase sexist writing. All of this has to do 
with "free market capitalism." 

The tradition objection occurs when the claim is made 
that inclusive language is not traditional and therefore 
should not be implemented (Withers, 1985b, p. 645). But 
traditional views change over time. What was considered 
right and proper at one time, such as slavery, often comes 
to be viewed as wrong and improper at a later time. Tradi¬ 
tion is a guide to be evaluated and followed if appropriate, 
not a legal or divine code to be rigidly observed. 

The sexist objection occurs when a person uses sexist 
language and, when questioned on that usage, claims "I meant 
it and still do" (Wren, 1989, p. 64). This objection at 
least has the virtue of honesty. However, underneath this 
objection may be a well-founded fear--of losing one's secu¬ 
rity, of losing one's power, of being left behind. The 
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process of language change can be frightening (Moore, 1985, 
p. 612). No logical response can be given to the sexist ob¬ 
jection, but experiences can be created and undergone which 
could demonstrate that the fear may not be as serious as 
first felt or believed. 

For many people, learning to use inclusive language 
will be like trying to break a long-standing habit. And 
breaking such a habit can be quite difficult, given the pow¬ 
er of the past. The use of sexist language is such a habit, 
and while sexist language may not be as obviously destruc¬ 
tive as some other habits; there remains the damage done by 
the long-standing habit, at both individual and societal 
levels. Further, breaking such a habit tends to be painful 
for all concerned, and developing a new habit is not always 
the best approach to take. However, unlike sexist linguis¬ 
tic habits which close off alternatives, inclusive linguis¬ 
tic habits open up more possibilities, a potentially ever- 
expanding critical consciousness. 

Language, like tobacco, is habit forming. Some 
patterns of writing and speaking are addictive 
and may damage both the user and others who 
breathe the same linguistic atmosphere. If we 
see the damage being done and decide to kick 
the habit, we may get withdrawal symptoms and 
hostility or derision from other smokers. But 
in the end, we shall enjoy breathing fresh air. 

(Wren, 1989, p. 83) 


Moving toward more inclusive language, and thereby to¬ 
wards more inclusive societies, contributes to the health 
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and strength of free individuals. Without such movement, 

society will continue to deteriorate. With such movement, 

the chances for survival are increased. 

The art of free society consists first in the 
maintenance of the symbolic code; and secondly 
in fearlessness of revision, to secure that the 
code serves those purposes which satisfy an en¬ 
lightened reason. Those societies which cannot 
combine reverence to their symbols with freedom 
of revision must ultimately decay either from 
anarchy or from the slow atrophy of a life stifled 
by useless shadows (Whitehead, 1959, p. 88). 

Concluding Remarks 

When working in the child care field, as I did for a 
number of years, one of my primary goals, inspired then by 
my readings of Whitehead and Piaget, was to help incorporate 
positive experiences into the specific life experiences of 
the children. One of the means of achieving this goal was 
role-modeling appropriate behavior, including using inclu¬ 
sive language as much as I knew at the time, mediating dis¬ 
putes in nonviolent ways, having fun, and so on. My belief 
then was that if positive experiences could be put into the 
child's memory banks, so to speak, then the child would al¬ 
ways have some positive experiences to draw upon, perhaps 
unconsciously, and, in later life, those experiences, some 
of them even conscious, might help provide the growing child 
a foundation for better living. 

Continued study of Whitehead's philosophy of organism 
and Piaget's genetic epistemology combined with explorations 
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into Whorf's principle of linguistic relativity have deep¬ 
ened the beliefs held during my child care experiences. I 
have become even more aware of the various ways by which 
language often contributes to the continuation of patriar¬ 
chy. Current linguistic practices tend to contribute not 
only to sexism, but also to racism, ethnocentrism, classism, 
and anthropocentrism. Developing inclusive linguistic hab¬ 
its in young children can help reduce societal support for 
patriarchy in all of its various forms. 

If those who are more able to do so make conscious de¬ 
cisions and begin using inclusive language, then the inclu¬ 
sive data available in persons' experience will increase. 
Using inclusive language also will increase the inclusive¬ 
ness of thought, perception, and behavior. Sexist linguis¬ 
tic habits that have developed can be altered, though such 
alteration will take time and effort, given the current dom¬ 
inance of sexist language. Planting inclusive language, 
non-patriarchal seeds, is possible; this can influence lin¬ 
guistic habits in such a way that the linguistic support for 
patriarchy will begin to erode. 

From the perspectives of Whitehead, Whorf, and Piaget, 
this dissertation has become part of the past, part of the 
Divine's ever-adjusting vision for this cosmic epoch; it is 
already part of the process of working towards inclusive 
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language. Language is part of the lens through which indi¬ 
viduals understands reality, and changing language is nec¬ 
essary if individuals are to change perceptions of reality 
(Gray, 1982, pp. 36-46). Implementing truly inclusive lan¬ 
guage in religious education would help to usher in the day 
when 


A class of elementary school children were 
asked what they would like to be when they 
grow up. The girls named vocations such as 
doctor, lawyer, paleontologist, politician, 
nurse, and homemaker. The boys named voca¬ 
tions such as doctor, lawyer, paleontologist, 
politician, nurse, and homemaker. The chil¬ 
dren were then asked to pretend to be the 
opposite sex, and each child was asked again 
what they would like to be when they grow. 

The girls named vocations such as doctor, 
lawyer, paleontologist, politician, nurse, 
and homemaker. The boys named vocations such 
as doctor, lawyer, paleontologist, politician, 
nurse, and homemaker. 


And no boy would rather be dead than be a girl. 
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